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ABSTRACT  
QOHELETH: AN ANTI-APOCALYPTIC 
 GENRE FOR A MESSAGE OF JOY 
 
 
 
Jerome N. Douglas, B.A., M.Div., M.A.  
 
Marquette University, 2011 
 
 
 
How is the interpreter to approach Ecclesiastes? What is the message of the 
author? What is the genre of the book? Many scholars have posited varying 
interpretations concerning the message of Ecclesiastes and have observed the number of 
statements that appear to be conflicting or, at least, in tension with one another. 
Discussions about the argument and genre label(s) of/ or in Ecclesiastes have not fully 
considered the author’s polemics against the apocalyptic beliefs of his day, 200 B.C.E. 
This dissertation will propose that the author of Ecclesiastes utilizes a hybrid genre in his 
work. He, in part, employs an “anti-apocalyptic genre” in Ecclesiastes, and the presence 
of this genre serves to further the author’s message of joy. Recognizing the presence of 
an anti-apocalyptic genre within the tapestry of Ecclesiastes will assist the interpreter in 
understanding the author’s message. This dissertation asserts three fundamental features 
of genre. Genre is flexible, anchored to authorial will, and centered on setting and 
function.  There are Second Temple period texts that demonstrate how apocalyptic and 
sapiential meld/ clash. This dissertation examines passages (7:1-10, 3:10-15, 3:16-22, 
9:1-10) in Ecclesiastes that demonstrate the clash between the author and the 
contemporary apocalyptic thought; these passages demonstrate the anti-apocalyptic genre 
in Ecclesiastes. This dissertation also shows how the author’s use of the anti-apocalyptic 
genre impacts the book’s message of joy. To this end, this work shows the author’s five-
pronged rhetorical strategy:  rhetorical questions, ethos, destabilization, the anti-
apocalyptic genre usage, and re-stabilization.  
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CHAPTER 1 
THE QUESTION 
 
How is the reader to interpret Ecclesiastes?  What is the message of the author? What 
is the genre of this book? Many scholars have observed the number of statements in the book 
that appear to be conflicting or, at the very least, in tension with one another. Is Qoheleth1 
communicating a message of complete pessimism, qualified pessimism, realism, repentance 
and regret, or even possibly a message of joy? What is one to make of the number of 
statements in Ecclesiastes that would seem to support more than one of the afore-mentioned 
views?  
In his work Validity in Interpretation, Eric D. Hirsch writes “Valid interpretation is 
always governed by a valid inference about genre…Every disagreement about an 
interpretation is usually a disagreement about genre…”2 Discussions about the message and 
genre label(s) of or in Ecclesiastes have not fully considered Qoheleth’s polemics against the 
apocalyptic thought of his day, 200 B.C.E. 
This dissertation will propose that Qoheleth, in part, utilizes a hybrid genre3 in his 
work. He, in part, employs what this dissertation will call an “anti-apocalyptic genre” in 
Ecclesiastes, and the presence of this genre serves to further Qoheleth’s overall message of 
joy. Recognizing the presence of an anti-apocalyptic genre within the tapestry of Ecclesiastes 
will assist the interpreter in understanding Qoheleth’s message. Surely the identification of 
                                                 
1
 In this dissertation, I refer to the author of Ecclesiastes by the name Qoheleth, and I refer to the book 
by the name Ecclesiastes. The preferred translation for Ecclesiastes is the New Revised Standard Version.  
2
 Eric D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1967), 
98.  
3
 A definition of genre will appear in chapter 2.  Chapter 3 will address a definition of apocalyptic 
genre and thought, the genre of wisdom literature, and the melding/clashing of these two.  
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this anti-apocalyptic genre label will not solve and answer all of the problems and questions 
with this text but will greatly bolster understanding. The first chapter of the dissertation will 
discuss the state of the question regarding both the genre and message of Ecclesiastes. It will 
survey the fruits of scholarship over the past century with regard to the overarching message 
and sub-genres of Ecclesiastes. This overview and discussion will serve as an historical 
backdrop for the work that continues in the following chapters.   
 The second chapter of the dissertation will present a definition of genre that will be 
crucial for the rest of the treatment of the genre and message of Qoheleth in Ecclesiastes. For 
this discussion the works of Harry Nasuti and Hirsch will serve as foils resulting in the 
particular definition adopted for this dissertation. This dissertation will argue for a definition 
of genre that encircles the central foci of setting and function.  
The third chapter of the dissertation will address the interaction of apocalyptic and 
sapiential or wisdom thought. This discussion will present examples of the interaction where 
apocalyptic and sapiential thought meld/clash. The purpose of this chapter is also to 
demonstrate that such an interaction was not uncommon for this Second Temple Judaism 
period.  
The fourth chapter of the dissertation will concentrate on demonstrating the clash 
between Qoheleth and the apocalyptic thought of the day, approximately around 200 B.C.E., 
and demonstrating the anti-apocalyptic genre that Qoheleth utilizes. Key to the foundation of 
this chapter will be the setting (date and social location) and function of Qoheleth; passages 
that will receive particular attention will include 7:1-10, 3:10-22, and 9:1-10. Understanding 
genre in terms of setting and function, this chapter will demonstrate how Qoheleth argues 
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against crucial apocalyptic thoughts such as the final judgment, the afterlife, and humanity’s 
ability to know the actions of God.  
The fifth chapter of the dissertation will show how Qoheleth’s use of the anti-
apocalyptic genre impacts the message of joy that he presents. Melding this genre label of 
anti-apocalyptic with present scholarship on the message of joy in Ecclesiastes, this chapter 
will show Qoheleth’s rhetorical strategy and how it receives reinforcement by the presence of 
this hybrid genre of wisdom and apocalyptic, this anti-apocalyptic genre.  
 
The State of the Question: Message  
Twentieth Century Interpretation 
Historical Critical Interpretation  
The three key words of this dissertation are: setting, function, and genre. In chapter 
two I will define genre around the two foci of setting and function. I will discuss the setting 
of the author and audience of Ecclesiastes in chapter four. Function and genre will receive 
preliminary attention in this present chapter. By function, I also refer to the message of the 
book. What does the author intend to accomplish with this writing, or what response does the 
author intend to elicit from the reader? This chapter begins to place my forthcoming 
suggestion in a historical context by reviewing what scholars have said about the message (or 
function) of Ecclesiastes. 4 My definition for genre will appear in chapter two, but in this 
                                                 
4
 I acknowledge my indebtedness to Christian D. Ginsburg, Coheleth (ed. Harry M. Orlinsky; New 
York: KTAV, 1970), 27- 240. I am also indebted to Izak Spangenberg, “A Century of Wrestling with Qohelet,” 
in Qohelet in the Context of Wisdom (ed. Antoon  Schoors; Leuven: University of Leuven, 1998), 61- 91. I.J.J. 
Spangenberg’s overview of the history of the interpretation of Qoheleth takes into consideration the different 
interpretive paradigms used for the book at different times in history. He recognizes that at least three 
paradigms have impacted the interpretation of Ecclesiastes: the pre-critical paradigm, the historical critical, and 
the modern literary criticism paradigms. He discusses these paradigms, considers when and how they arose in 
response to different crises or shifts in interpretation of the respective time periods, and assesses how these 
different paradigms impacted the interpretation of Ecclesiastes. The majority of my attention in this chapter will 
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chapter I will review what commentators have written about the sub-genres of Ecclesiastes. 
In chapter four I will present my suggestion for another sub-genre that will reflect the setting 
and message (or function) of Ecclesiastes.  
In the twentieth century and beyond, there have been some points of consensus that 
emerged from a historical critical treatment5 of Ecclesiastes. Most agree that Solomon was 
not the author of the book and that the date for the book, many would argue, is approximately 
the third century B.C.E. Scholars agree on the unity of the book, with the understanding that 
the epilogue is the result of another hand. It is commonly held that the author of Ecclesiastes 
places distance between other biblical traditions such as the conventional wisdom tradition 
and himself. There is, however, not a consensus on what the message of the book is—
whether positive or pessimistic.6 
 Interpreters in the twentieth century can be divided into those that are in the area of 
historical criticism and those that engage a more modern literary approach. First I discuss the 
                                                                                                                                                       
be devoted to the second and third paradigms of interpretation as seen in scholarly treatment of the book. Izak 
Spangenberg, “A Century of Wrestling with Qohelet,” in Qohelet in the Context of Wisdom (ed. Antoon 
Schoors; Leuven: University of Leuven, 1998), 61- 91. 
 During the pre-critical period and before the Reformation there was strong emphasis on tradition and 
the role of the church on the interpretation of Ecclesiastes. (Spangenberg uses what he calls “the Word of God” 
paradigm to describe the shift that takes place during the Reformation. I am broadening this term with the use of 
“pre-critical” to refer not only to the shift at the Reformation but also before the Reformation.)  The 
Reformation brought about a shift in thinking that now allowed the individual interpreter to approach Scripture. 
The reformers emphasized that Scripture was clear and the individual did not have to turn to a fourfold 
interpretation to properly understand it.  
In response to three crises, according to Spangenberg (Galileo proposing a heliocentric universe, 
Descartes espousing the position that only the truth that could be grasped mentally through reason was valid, 
and the shift in the view of history to where the Bible was now examined through history), the historical- 
critical paradigm arose. Izak Spangenberg, “A Century of Wrestling with Qohelet,” 64, 65.  
During the latter part of the twentieth century, Spangenberg continues, attention began to shift from the 
author and then to the text and later to the reader. This shift along with the conclusion that the historical-critical 
approach was not the sole set of tools with which the interpreter had to use brought about the shift to modern 
literary criticism paradigm. Spangenberg, “A Century of Wrestling with Qohelet,” 66.  
 
5
  Wisdom literature did not receive historical critical treatment until after Pentateuchal studies. Julius 
Wellhausen had little interest in wisdom literature since he considered it to be late in the life of Israel.  
6
  Craig Bartholomew, Reading Ecclesiastes: Old Testament Exegesis and Hermeneutical Theory 
(Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1998), 81.  
5 
 
  
contributions of historical-critical commentators—particularly regarding their understanding 
of the message (or function) of Ecclesiastes—and then attention turns to modern literary 
interpreters. Although not exhaustive, the list of interpreters that follow are: Alan McNeille, 
George Barton, Robert Gordis, James Crenshaw, Roland Murphy, and Graham Ogden.  
For Alan Mc Neille (1904),7 Qoheleth’s message is that “since the work of God is 
inscrutable and allows universal injustice and misery, man can come to no conclusion about 
life. One can only make the most of the present.”8 Mc Neille sees the book as “a Hebrew 
journal in time,”9 that is, ruminations of a wealthy Jew as he earnestly reflects upon the 
disappointing and disheartening nature of life.  
In the preface of his commentary, Mc Neille states that one of his goals is to 
“disentangle the strands which go to form the ‘three-fold’ cord of the writing.”10 To this end 
he identifies two separate voices in the text. He sees the addition of the wise men in such 
places as 4:5, 4:9-12, 6:7, and 6:9a. Likewise, he sees the voice of a Hasid at several points in 
the text serving to emphasize the responsibility to fear God, piety toward God, and the 
certainty of God’s coming judgment. Examples of where the Hasid makes additions is in  
                                                 
7
  Before I discuss Mc Neille it is helpful to place his work in context of  how interpreters approached 
Ecclesiastes around the beginning of the 1900’s. Although the unity of Ecclesiastes—excluding the epilogue—
became more accepted as the century continued, the beginning of the twentieth century witnessed source 
criticism’s application to the book. This fact is particularly evident in the work of S. Siegfried.  
S. Siegfried (1898) determines that Ecclesiastes had five different authors, two different epilogists and 
two different editors had a part in the final form of the book included in the biblical text (Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4, Q5, 
R1, R2, E1, E2). For Siegfried, Q1 represents Qoheleth who exhibits a somber tone of pessimism. The 
Epicurean Sadducee (Q2) recommends that individuals engage in eating, drinking, and enjoying life. Q3 is the 
voice in the book that speaks highly of wisdom and issues forth proverbs. Q4 is a Hasid and objected to Q1 
thoughts on how God governs the world.  Q5 represents the many interpolators who include maxims. A first 
redactor (R1) added the first v. 1:1 and 12: 8, and the second redactor (R2) is responsible for the addition of 
12:13, 14 to the epilogue. The epilogue itself is the result of two additions 12:9,10 from E1 and 12:11, 12 to the 
same. Many considered such a source criticism reading to be somewhat radical.  Bartholomew, Reading 
Ecclesiastes: Old Testament Exegesis and Hermeneutical Theory, 71.   
8
  Bartholomew, Reading Ecclesiastes: Old Testament Exegesis and Hermeneutical Theory, 71.   
9
  Alan Hugh Mc Neille, An Introduction to Ecclesiastes With Notes and Appendices (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1904), 8, 9. 
10
 Mc Neille, An Introduction to Ecclesiastes with Notes and Appendices, v, vi.  
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3:17 where the Hasid interjects the comment that God will judge the righteous and the 
wicked as a balancing to Qoheleth’s complaint in 3:16 that “wickedness usurps the place of 
judgment and righteousness.” Another example would be in 3:14 where Qoheleth is 
ruminating and lamenting the eternal and unchangeable work of God. The Hasid does not 
share a sense of sadness about this fact and inserts in 3:14b that God has done this so that 
men would fear him.11 
The message of Qoheleth in Ecclesiastes, Barton (1912) contends, is that “everything 
is vain.” Some portions of the book that especially exhibit this main conviction would be the 
opening passage of 1:1-11, 3:1-15, 4:3-16, and 6:10-12.12  
Barton sees the book as a unit but recognizes the hand of two glossators at work. He 
identifies one of the editors as intently concerned with wisdom literature, and the other has 
strong resemblance to the mindset of the Pharisees. The first editor was probably drawn to 
the book believing it to be a composition of Solomon and a part of wisdom literature. The 
second editor was consumed with the impetus that a book from the hand of Solomon should 
have a tone of orthodox doctrine. 13 
 “Though a skeptic, he [Qoheleth] had not abandoned his belief in God.”14 Qoheleth 
does not view God as a tender figure intricately involved in the lives of people; rather God, 
for him, is an incomprehensible being. Therefore, endeavoring to grasp the works of God is 
vanity. The sum total of humanity’s knowledge is that God has placed humanity within the 
grip of fate.15  
                                                 
11
  Mc Neille, An Introduction to Ecclesiastes With Notes and Appendices (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1904), 24, 25.  
12
 George Barton, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Ecclesiastes (Edinburgh: T & 
T Clark, 1912), 46- 50.  
13
 Barton, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Ecclesiastes, 46.   
14
 Barton, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Ecclesiastes, 50.  
15
 Barton, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Ecclesiastes, 50.   
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Robert Gordis (1951) takes into account the unity of the book, and addresses the 
cahier genre of the book, the crucial use of quotations, and Qoheleth’s worldview. Prior to 
the release of Gordis commentary on Ecclesiastes, the common approach of interpreters was 
to deny the unity of the text. In response to the suggestions of Podechard and others who 
detected two glossators or school at work in the book, Gordis points out that it would be 
unlikely that the book gained such quick notoriety for interpolations to be possible. He 
argues that the path including writing, popularization, and widespread interpolations would 
have had to see fulfillment in the time period between 275- 190 B.C.E. This would have been 
unlikely.16  
One benefit of the argument against the unity of the book was that it helped to explain 
the contradictions in the book. The removal of this hypothesis still left the contradictions 
unexplained, and Gordis addresses these contradictions by asserting that Qoheleth utilizes 
quotations in his work. Gordis argues that Qoheleth has the practice of citing maxims, 
drawing from his familiarity with them. Gordis sees four different types of quotation uses in 
the book. First, Qoheleth simply utilizes a proverbial quotation such as in 10:8. Secondly, 
Qoheleth often quotes an entire proverb, such as in 5:3, to help his argument but only part of 
that proverb will be apropos to his present message. Thirdly, he uses a proverb as a passage 
such as in 7:1-14. Fourthly, he uses proverbs to contradict each other in orderto highlight his 
disagreement with accepted doctrines such as in 4:5-6.17 
Gordis writes, “Ecclesiastes is not a debate, a dialogue, or a philosophical treatise. It 
is a cahier or notebook.”18 He sees eighteen sections, apart from the epilogue, and sees a few 
consistent statements after each section. At the end of each section, Qoheleth reiterates that 
                                                 
16
 Robert Gordis, Koheleth: The Man and His World (3rd ed.; New York: Schocken, 1968), 72. 
17
 Gordis, Koheleth: The Man and His World, 99-108. 
18
 Gordis, Koheleth: The Man and His World, 110. 
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humanity is ignorant of ultimate truth, everything that humanity does is vanity, and God has 
given humanity the task to achieve/ accept happiness.19  
Qoheleth communicates strong views on humanity, God, and humanity’s imperative 
in this life. He does not possess the confidence that humanity could grasp life’s meaning. 
Furthermore, he no longer held to the idea that justice would prevail in this world. He still 
believed in God, but his traditional views had dramatically shifted, particularly in the view of 
how God interacts with humanity. There is a basic message throughout the book of the vanity 
of all and the imperative to enjoy life. Qoheleth embraces joy as God’s categorical charge, 
not simply in a spiritual or religious sense, but in a fully-orbed experience of life—body and 
mind embrace of nature and life itself.20  
James Crenshaw (1988) summarizes Qoheleth’s message by treating five main 
convictions present in Ecclesiastes: “(1) death cancels everything; (2) wisdom cannot achieve 
its goal; (3) God is unknowable; (4) the world is crooked; and (5) pleasure commends 
itself.”21  Crenshaw sees all of these main beliefs as a result of the fact that the author of 
Ecclesiastes lacks a solid confidence in the goodness of God.  
After surveying the different pursuits for meaning in this life (pleasure, work, wealth, 
renown, and wisdom), Qoheleth determines that all of these are meaningless since death 
takes away any benefit that these bring. With all of the confidence placed in wisdom and its 
great value, the author of Ecclesiastes laments that wisdom could not bring certainty to life. 
Unlike the book of Job, Ecclesiastes presents God as one who is not only beyond humanity’s 
ability to know but also somewhat removed from personal relationship. Concerning the 
                                                 
19
 Gordis, Koheleth: The Man and His World, 110. 
20
  Gordis, Koheleth: The Man and His World, 112- 120. 
21
 James Crenshaw, Old Testament Wisdom: An Introduction (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 1998), 117-128. 
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world, Crenshaw sees Qoheleth as viewing a dismal monotony of both the past and future 
days; the world is crooked and sinners sometimes prosper—contra the retribution theology in 
Proverbs. Given this entire dismal viewpoint of life, seeking to enjoy this life is the one thing 
that makes this life meaningful. Yet Qoheleth “wants to assure those who grasp for pleasure 
that emptiness will reign regardless of their successful use of life’s opium, until death seizes 
its prey.”22  
 Roland Murphy (1992) exhibits a measured approach to Ecclesiastes. This approach, 
which could be considered a unique contribution to the discussion on Ecclesiastes, appears in 
his stated approach to the book and his summary of Qoheleth’s message. Murphy 
approvingly draws from Johannes Pedersen in speaking about how commentators approach 
the book.  
Very different types have found their own image in Ecclesiastes, and it is remarkable that 
none of the interpretations mentioned is completely without some bias. There are many 
aspects in our book; different interpreters have highlighted what was most fitting for 
themselves and their age, and they understood it in their own way. But for all there was a 
difficulty, namely that there were also other aspects which could hardly be harmonized with 
their preferred view.23 
 
Murphy, therefore, approaches the book carefully and cognizant of the tendencies of 
interpreters to focus on one or a few aspects of Qoheleth’s message. With this in mind, 
Murphy explains the message not by choosing one aspect but with choosing nine crucial 
words that convey the essence of Qoheleth’s message. He surveys the words: lbh, /wrty, 
qlj, lmu, hjmc, hmkj, fear of God, retribution, death and the Qoheleth’s concept of God. 
The following chart24 encapsulates his summary.  
  
                                                 
22
 Crenshaw, Old Testament Wisdom: An Introduction, 117-128. 
23
 Roland Murphy, Ecclesiastes, (Dallas: Word, 1999), lv.   
24
 Murphy, Ecclesiastes, lvi- lxix. 
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Key Word/ 
Concept 
Summary  
1. lbh Murphy writes of the pervasiveness of lbh (vanity) in the text, “there is not, 
Qoheleth avows, a singled unspoiled value in this life.”25 
 
2. /wrty As to /wrty (profit, advantage) Qoheleth’s argues that it is not to be considered 
as referring to an advantage in the eternal age. 
 
3.  qlj Likewise whatever qlj (portion, lot) one would have is only received in this 
world. 
 
4. lmu Qoheleth views the lmu (toil, effort) in this life to be a negative aspect of life. 
 
5. hjmc Murphy acknowledges the significant presence of hjmc (joy) in the book but 
rejects the idea that it is the basic theme of the book. 
 
6. hmkj hmkj (wisdom) is a significant word in Qoheleth’s message. Murphy concludes 
that he is certainly within the wisdom tradition but quarrels with it while 
maintaining its central goal: to discovery what humanity should do. 
 
7. Fear of 
God 
The fear of God in Ecclesiastes is a little different from other portions of the 
biblical text. Whereas Proverbs attaches the fear of the Lord with obeying his 
commandments, Qoheleth uses the fear of God to explain “that God is too 
dangerous for humans to deal with in a causal way.”26 
 
8. Retribution “It is clear that Qoheleth denies that there is any intelligible retribution or 
justice in this life.” 27  
 
9. Death For Qoheleth, there is nothing after death and there are times when death would 
be more desirable than life.  
 
10. God “All that happens is his [God’s] doing, and it is unintelligible… [Murphy says] 
Qoheleth does not allow it to become a reason or source of consolation and security. 
Since one cannot know what God is doing, fear and reverence are in order.”28  
 
Graham Ogden (2007) perceives Qoheleth’s pressing question to be one that wrestles 
with the question of what advantage people gain from all their activities in this life. The 
answer to this question is that there is no advantage to all of the toil in this life. How then  is 
one to live? To this question, Qoheleth answers with a message of joy in the midst of the 
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 Murphy, Ecclesiastes, lviii- lix. 
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 Murphy, Ecclesiastes ,lxiv- lxv. 
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 Murphy, Ecclesiastes ,lxvi. 
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 Murphy, Ecclesiastes, lxviii. 
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enigma or lbh that is this life. Ogden also sees in Qoheleth’s message an implicit suggestion 
of an advantage in the after life.29  
Ogden expounds upon Ecclesiastes concerning the crucial points of thesis and 
purpose in the book. He is well aware of the fact that completely different interpretations 
have emerged from this one book, such as a view of pessimism contra a view of joy. The 
determining factors for Ogden’s conclusion and interpretation are the meaning of lbh and 
whether or not lbh encapsulates the writer’s thesis and purpose. Many have determined that 
lbh has a negative meaning and, from this conclusion, determined that the book has a 
negative tone to it as well. Ogden launches into a detailed exposition of why he determines 
the word to mean enigmatic rather than vanity. He also argues that lbh appears in a number 
of concluding statement. Notwithstanding this fact, the words and these concluding 
statements do not offer Qoheleth’s advice. Ogden contends that this counsel arrives in 
restated invitations to enjoyment.30 
Ogden argues that the book follows a question-answer-response fomat: an inquiry 
concerning humanity’s /wrty, coupled with the reply to this question and the ensuing 
discussion. This format, for Ogden, is the framework through which the book is to be 
understood. The first eight chapters highlight this question-answer-response format and 
engulf all of the material within them. Qoheleth draws from personal experiences for the 
question and the answer, which is that there is no /wrty or advantage. This realization leads to 
the principal matter—that life should be received as a gift from God that humanity should 
                                                 
29
 Graham Ogden, Qoheleth (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2007), 16-17.   
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 Ogden, Qoheleth, 16- 17.  (See 1:7. 2:24, 3:12, 22; 5:17 (18); 8:15, and 9:7-10).   
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enjoy. Following these eight chapters of question-answer-response, chapters nine to twelve 
exhibit a transition to discourse material detailing wisdom’s worth.31 
 
Modern Literary Interpretation 
As the historical-critical interpretation of the book continued and grew during the 
twentieth century, the second half of the century also witnessed the rise of modern literary 
readings. Interpreters realized that while the historical critical method had value it was not 
the only set of tools at the disposal of the scholar. This shift opened the pathway for 
canonical, structural, and dialogical readings. In many of these interpreters the structure of 
the book received more attention than the message (or function). I will give attention to the 
works of Brevard Childs, Addison Wright, James Loader, and Theodore Perry.  
Brevard Childs (1979) advocated a canonical approach to Ecclesiastes. This approach 
seeks to take seriously the place of Ecclesiastes within the Old Testament canon while not 
forsaking the fruits of historical criticism, so the final product of the text carried more weight 
than efforts of source and form criticisms. His views about the message (or function) and the 
shape of the book are heavily influenced by this canonical approach. One particular 
significance to this approach was the fact that Childs considers the epilogue to be a vitally 
crucial part to understanding the book, contra the overwhelming conclusion of historical 
critical interpreters. He writes, “From the canonical perspective the crucial issue focuses on 
determining the effect of the epilogue on the interpretation of the book regardless of whether 
the addition derives from one or two editorial layers.” 32 
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In Childs’s view the epilogue demonstrates a profound awareness of the Old 
Testament canon; this awareness is particularly apparent in vss. 9, 11, and 13. First this 
epilogue positions Qoheleth as not merely a lone pessimistic voice but a member of the wise, 
within the wisdom tradition. He has a significant role as he brings a corrective to the 
established perception of the wisdom tradition. Secondly, the epilogue establishes that the 
words of the wise, of which Qoheleth’s words are a part, are divine and thus should receive 
attention. Thirdly, the epilogue also provides the theological rubric through which the book 
should receive interpretation: “fear God and keep his commandments.”33 The message (or 
function) of the book is viewed through canonical lens. 
Addison Wright’s (1968) contribution to the study of this book has had a significant 
impact. He approaches the book as a sphinx with many riddles and, thus, employs a New 
Criticism approach producing an analytical examination of the book’s structure.  For him, the 
riddles that the book presented included such questions as “authorship, structure, genre, 
message and background…, the reasons for its very presence in the biblical canon.”34 
Admitting the many questions that the interpreter would have about the book, Wright argues 
that the first point of business must be to determine the underlying structure of the maze that 
the book forms.  
He understands this underlying principle to lie outside the hypothesis of multiple 
authors or even the idea that the author was wavering between orthodox and unorthodox 
views. For Wright the structure includes three succeeding patterns that appear from 1:12- 
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 Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, 585-87. 
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 Addison Wright, “The Riddle of the Sphinx: The Structure of the book of Qoheleth,” CBQ  30 
(1968):  313.  
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11:6. Taking these patterns as a framework, Wright argues, reveals a discernible schema to 
the book that brings forth a clear message.35  
To arrive at this conclusion and to give an objective analysis of the structure of the 
book, Wright employs what was at the time he wrote a new approach, New Criticism. It was 
a balanced reaction to other approaches to structural analysis that tended to produce 
subjective outlines that do not fully engage rhetorical and literary forms within the work. 
Rather than focusing entirely on the thought of the work, this New Criticism that Wright 
applies directs attention to the form of the work. This approach notices the repetition of 
words and stylistic forms, such as inclusios, symmetry, announcements of topics, 
recapitulation, and such forms. In addition to these the new critic pays close attention to 
changes in literary styles, person, mood along with numerical patterns. He then brings all of 
these observations to bear upon the division of the thought of the work.36  
Wright’s analysis of the structure of Ecclesiastes discovers that the book divides 
neatly in two divisions: 1:12- 6:9 and 6:10-11:6. The first part of the book addresses the 
vanity of the toil in which humanity engages; the second part addresses the inability of 
humanity to comprehend God’s work. Wright also points out that these aforementioned 
patterns along with others concur with crucial points in the thought of the work: “It is a case 
of verbal repetitions marking out and exactly coinciding with repetitions of ideas.”37 For 
example, there are eight sections from 1:12- 6:9 that ruminate on the vanity of human 
endeavors, and these investigations only appear in this portion. Chapters 7 and 8 entertain an 
examination of traditional wisdom on what humanity is to do; the repetition of the words “to 
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 Wright, “The Riddle of the Sphinx: The Structure of the book of Qoheleth,” 313.   
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 Wright, “The Riddle of the Sphinx: The Structure of the book of Qoheleth,” 318-319.   
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 Wright, “The Riddle of the Sphinx: The Structure of the book of Qoheleth,” 324.   
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find out” stops when this section stops. Chapters 9:1-11:6 investigate the problem of what 
will come after man; the repetition of “to know” stops with this idea in this section.  
Wright outlines the book in the following manner. After the title in 1:1 and the poem 
on toil in 1:2-11, the text delves into Qoheleth’s probe into life (1:12- 6:9). In this large 
section the author examines the pursuit of pleasure (2:1-11), wisdom and folly (2:12-17), and 
toil (2:18- 6:9). The second half of the book (6:10- 11:6) contains Qoheleth’s conclusions. He 
concludes that humanity does not know what God has done, what humanity is to do, or what 
will come after humanity.  The text ends with a poem on youth (11:7- 12:8) followed by the 
epilogue (12: 9-14).38 
For James Loader (1979), there is no orderly progression of thought nor does the 
book contain a disconnected collection of proverbs. lbh, which Loader understands to mean 
emptiness or vanity, appears at both the beginning in 1:2 and 12:8. This term also appears in 
each chapter except chapter 10. Loader sees “this one conviction of emptiness and 
senselessness is the dominant motif in the book.”39 The book does not develop an orderly 
presentation of thought in the book, but does present different pericopes that exhibit a 
polarity within each passage.  In his view, the book contains a polar structure and tension 
within each literary unit in order to communicate this attack on the established tradition of 
wisdom literature.40  
The polarity present in the many passages in Qoheleth follows a recurring pattern. 
Loader writes, “Their contents are structured as pole A: :pole B where God always works in 
such a way that a negative, unfavorable tension results (lbh).”41 An example of a passage 
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 Wright, “The Riddle of the Sphinx: The Structure of the book of Qoheleth,” 324.  
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 James Loader, Polar Structures in the Book of Qoheleth (Berlin, New York: de Gruyter, 1979), 9.  
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 Loader, Polar Structures in the Book of Qoheleth, 9.   
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and the polar tensions that Loader identifies is in chapter 3:1- 9. This passage outlines a 
series of events over which humanity does not have control. Humanity’s inability to 
determine the events that happen to him or her is a dominant theme throughout the book. A 
rhetorical question with a negative tone comes after this poem which further emphasizes the 
fact that humanity cannot impact humanity’s outcome. “The time…just falls over man and 
therefore no labor can produce advantage. If the occasion arrives for something desirable to 
happen, it happens. But when something undesirable is to happen, nothing can stop it.”42 
Therefore, against a traditional wisdom perspective, human effort to control hmkj is of no 
avail. Loader summarizes the tension in this passage as follows: the pole is life, conservation 
followed by a contra-pole which speaks of abandonment and death producing the tension to 
this structure which states that since the individual has no security humanity should surrender 
to what will happen—it is beyond humanity’s control.43 
Theodore Perry (1993) takes a dialogical approach toward Qoheleth. Although other 
interpreters have seen the hands of a number of editors or even also different voices in the 
book, Perry is unique in that he assigns these two different voices throughout the book, 
interacting with one another. I will touch on his understanding of the genre; his perception of 
genre will help to elucidate his understanding of the message or debate that takes place in the 
book.  
Perry places Qoheleth under the genre labels of essay, collection, and debate. Part of 
the genius of the genre of the book is that it allows for the fluid pessimistic musings as well 
as a contra-voice within the same work. As will be seen in the example below, the first 
chapter outlines a presentation of a view with an interwoven opposing view. The end of the 
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first chapter emerges with the pessimistic voice, which Perry labels as K, speaks in the first 
person and launches into a reflective and autobiographical essay.44  
Yet this essay is a special kind of essay because it also incorporates other genres as 
well such as proverbs; the book is also an interactive collection of proverbs. The proverb is a 
foundational unit of wisdom literature and it evokes a response to it. A collection of these 
proverbs that sometimes communicate varied and rival thoughts gives the effect of an 
environment of comment followed by challenge. Qoheleth, Perry argues, has sets of the 
proverbs from two different voices, with contrary perspectives, challenging one another, such 
as in 1:1-11; 3:1-8, and 7:1-12. 45 
Perry comments on how masterful Qoheleth’s work is in that he personalizes the 
traditional wisdom genre. He does this by allowing the voice of experience to speak with all 
of its questions and pessimism that could interact with a difference of opinion and human 
experience. This form of debate allows individual experience to challenge and battle 
traditional conclusions: “The resulting literary dialogue has implication far beyond surface 
form: it implies a radical intellectual and spiritual approach, a dialogical view of truth and 
reality based on a willingness to consider human experience…as a valid basis for religious 
truth.”46 
The literary style of Qoheleth, including reflective essay, collected proverbs, and 
debate, can best be illustrated by looking at two passages to which Perry applies his 
approach: 1:4-7 and 3:2-8. Perry argues that that while most would concur that the sages had 
a pedagogical aspect in their content, many do not fully take into account the methodology 
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 Perry, Dialogues with Kohelet, 7.  
18 
 
  
that these sages used, which included placing opposing views within a debate format. The 
passage in 1:4-7 provides an example of this presentation. The voice of what Perry calls “K” 
is the voice of the Pessimist; it appears in italicized letters below. The other voice Perry calls 
“P,” who is the one who argues with K’s pessimism and it appears in normal type set 
letters.47  
 1:4  A generation goes, and a generation comes  
  But the earth remains forever.  
  5  The sun rises and the sun goes down,  
  Yet it pants to return to its starting point where it rises again.  
6 Moreover,  it goes southward but returns northward 
 The wind goes forth around and around!  
 Yet it can reverse its direction. .  
7 All rivers flow to the seas! 
But the sea is not full; And the rivers must return to their source, since  
they continue to flow in their destination.  
 
Again, Perry’s approach does not see one voice in Qoheleth or one perspective on a 
given subject but rather a debate between two voices. Perry points out that his approach to 
Qoheleth does not deny pessimism in the book but seeks to show that it is not the only voice. 
The book argues that “our existence is neither futile nor ephemeral; or rather that neither of 
these connotations of vanity (lbh) is necessarily pessimistic.”48 
 
The Message of Ecclesiastes: A Summary  
With a selected survey of twentieth century interpretation of Ecclesiastes complete,  a 
brief summary of this history of the suggested messages in Ecclesiastes would be helpful at 
this point; Douglas Miller49 provides such a summary. Some of the main suggestions have 
been to consider the author of the book a repentant king, an ascetic, a bitter skeptic, a realist, 
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or a preacher of joy. Since lbh50 is such a central portion of the message of the book, 
mention of this important term will also appear in the brief summary and assessment of these 
suggestions, which will also provide an opportunity to refer to some of the interpreters 
discussed above. 
 The suggestion that the author of Ecclesiastes, Qoheleth, is a repentant king 
understands Solomon to be that king. In this perspective on the book’s message, Solomon 
confesses his shortcomings and considers his past failures and futile activity to be lbh. His 
purpose in unveiling his indiscretions, as well as those of others, is to persuade the reader to 
take a different path. This suggestion stands when parts of the book are examined, especially 
portions that speak of the wickedness and futile deeds, but does not stand in the light of all of 
Ecclesiastes; there are portions of the book, Miller observes, that do not fit this suggestion. 
The author labels certain things lbh and evil which are not in a person’s control; for 
example, in Eccl 2:21, when a person leaves wealth to one who did not earn it. Qoheleth also 
brings complaint against God for such things as the lack of justice in the world in 6:1- 6 in 
addition to the observation that the same end goes to both the wise and the fool as in 2:15-16. 
Possibly the strongest piece of evidence that brings this hypothesis into question is the fact 
that the author encourages the reader not to be too righteous in 7:15-18.51  
 Another suggestion is the ascetic view which believes the author to be one who tries 
to persuade those pursuing worldly and materialistic lives to practice self-denial in preference 
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for the afterlife. To accomplish this goal, Qoheleth points out how the things of this world 
fail to produce satisfaction. In this understanding lbh speaks of that which is insignificant in 
the perspective of eternity. For Miller, the two major difficulties with this suggestion are that 
Qoheleth expresses uncertainty about life beyond the grave such as in 3:19-22 and 9:3-6. 
Moreover, instead of telling his readers to forsake enjoyment in this life the author actually 
encourages them to enjoy this life (see 2:24-25; 3:12-13, 22).52  
 Another theory about the message of Ecclesiastes is that it is one of a bitter skeptic 
who is so frustrated with life and disappointed that life is not what it should be that he simply 
declares everything to be lbh, meaningless or absurd. The examples of meaninglessness that 
the author cites give the reason for why he is so negative and bitter. Many in the post-
Enlightenment period find this view of Qoheleth as a cynic to be appealing because this view 
portrays the author as one who is honest about the questions and difficulties of faith, in light 
of the frustrations of life. The problem with this view is that it does not adequately account 
for the apparent contradictions in the book: the good and the bad of life, the kindness and 
unpredictability of God, and other paradoxes.53 There are simply too many positive 
statements in the book, particularly concerning wisdom, enjoyment and labor, for this to be 
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the message of Ecclesiastes. Trying to reconcile the apparent contradictions as the result of 
rhetorical devices has led some to posit the following two views on the message of 
Ecclesiastes.54  
 The realist view is another suggestion for the message of Ecclesiastes. The author is 
able to hold the good and unfortunate aspects of life in tension without becoming a cynic. 
While refusing the repentant king and ascetic views, those who hold to a realist view see that 
some of the statements in Ecclesiastes had a deliberate rhetorical role intended to lead the 
reader to a definite conclusion and response. In this view Qoheleth uses lbh to speak of the 
many limitations and complications that people encounter in life instead of understanding the 
word to mean absurd or meaningless as the pessimistic and preacher of joy views do. lbh 
refers to “anything that is superficial, ephemeral, insubstantial, incomprehensible, enigmatic, 
inconsistent, or contradictory.”55 
 The position that I hold can be called the preacher of joy position, while accepting 
some of the emphases of the realist position. Given the fact that interpreters have written so 
much about Ecclesiastes and the difficulties in interpreting it, one should refrain from being 
overly confident about any interpretation.56 I agree with the realist position in its point that 
the author uses rhetorical devices to advance his argument. Clearly the author utilizes 
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rhetorical questions in order to lead the reader to a specific conclusion and response. The 
author desires the reader to accept the apparent tension in life between the way things should 
be and the way they are. The ultimate goal, however, is for the reader to come to the response 
of accepting the gift of joy despite the difficulties of life. As to the word lbh, one must not 
be rigid in trying to force this word with a legitimate semantic domain to always fit the 
meaningless or absurd rendering; the meaning can be somewhat fluid. Roger Whybray has 
some helpful thoughts to further this view.  
Roger Whybray considers Qoheleth to be a preacher of joy and identifies the seven 
texts (2:24; 3:12, 22; 5:17; 8:15; 9:7-9; 11:9,10, 12:1) that encourage the reader to follow 
after pleasure and enjoyment; these joy statements exhibit greater intensity with the 
progression of the book.57 These punctuating statements about joy serve as a leitmotiv, and 
the respective contexts for these joy statements lead to the conclusion that the ability to enjoy 
life is a gift from God. One needs to accept the unalterable lot that one has in life, its relative 
brevity, and the fact that humanity cannot tell the future. In light of and in spite of these 
unchangeable facts Qoheleth encourages the reader to pursue enjoyment, which is a gift from 
God.58  
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   The State of the Question: Genre in Ecclesiastes 
The thesis of this work is that the author of Ecclesiastes employs, in part, what this 
dissertation calls an “anti-apocalyptic genre” in Ecclesiastes, to further Qoheleth’s 
overarching message of joy.59  I have surveyed the state of the question concerning the 
message (function) of the book, and I now give a selected survey of how interpreters have 
handled the question regarding the genre(s) of the book. This survey is important to place the 
following chapters in the context of scholarly ruminations. Many interpreters have posited 
numerous ideas on the particular genre (or genres) of Ecclesiastes. A survey of scholarship 
on this topic reveals the following: the diversity of opinion on the genre of Ecclesiastes, the 
particular approach of Tremper Longman, and the narrative approach of Michael Fox. This 
sampling is relevant to the rest of the work because the variance of generic discussion 
regarding Ecclesiastes demonstrates that the conversation is ripe for another suggestion, 
which is what I offer in chapter four.  
After reviewing the genre labels for Ecclesiastes, Roland Murphy concludes, “There 
is no satisfactory solution to the literary form of the book.”60 A brief survey of the different 
genre labels that interpreters have given the book reveals the difficulty of determining the 
genre of Ecclesiastes. All would certainly place it under the large genre of wisdom literature, 
but beyond this single note of harmony there is a multitude of suggestions.   
Royal testament, diatribe, and reflection are all suggested genre labels. A royal 
testament is “an Egyptian Wisdom genre in which the speaker, a king, relates his experiences 
to his son and gives advice applicable to him in particular.”61 Gerhard von Rad characterizes 
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the salient aspects of the royal testament to be that “it contains a number of fairly long 
didactic poems or short sentences which…purport to be a wise man’s personal experience of 
life.”62 Murphy disagrees with von Rad’s label for Qoheleth since king fiction does not 
appear past chapter two.  
A diatribe is another genre label assigned to Ecclesiastes. The Hellenistic diatribe’s 
main characteristic is the “dialogue that the writer holds with an interlocutor, real or 
fictitious.”63 Crenshaw64 offers some refutation by confining the dialogue or argument to the 
mind of Qoheleth. Another manner of thinking about the diatribe is in the context of a 
teacher and student. The teacher utilizes this form to draw attention to error and then to turn 
the student to the truth. In such a case the “fictitious opposition” of the student could also 
represent actual contrary ideas of groups.65 
Reflection is also another genre label assigned to Qoheleth. Although there are many 
different kinds and stages of reflections, it is suffice to say that a reflection “has a loose 
structure, begins with some of kind of observation, which is then considered from one or 
more points of view, leading to a conclusion.”66 Crenshaw, although he concludes that “no 
single genre governs everything spoken,” 67 is in favor of the reflection as the prevailing 
generic label. Qoheleth shares his personal experiences that have the foundation of his 
authority. He makes observations, reflects, and then shares that reflection; Qoheleth says, “I 
said in my heart,” “I gave my heart,” “I saw,” “I know,” and “there is.” The continued use of 
the first person pronoun “I,” Crenshaw writes, places the persona of the speaker into the 
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center of attention. If the audience doubts the testimony of Qoheleth, the editor places the 
authority of Solomon’s persona and magnitude behind Qoheleth. This, coupled with the 
plentiful first-hand experiences, makes these words in the genre of reflection powerful.  
 In addition to this reflection, diatribe, royal testament or other genre labels are other 
literary forms used to convey the book’s message. I give attention to these before moving on 
to suggestions from other interpreters. Likewise another form that one would expect in 
Qoheleth (and is present) would be the instruction. The saying, according to Murphy, uses 
the indicative mood to make gnomic statements based on experience. For example, 
Ecclesiastes 11:4 says, “One who pays heed to the wind will not sow and one who watches 
the clouds will never reap.” The instruction has a persuasive objective and can be seen in 
4:17-5:6.68  
From the plentitude of suggested genre labels, one can easily see why Murphy said, 
“There is no satisfactory solution to the literary form of the book.”69 Also, Loader observes 
that “Qoheleth forms his reflections by making use of a variety of chokmatic Gattungen.”70 
Loader observes that the author uses such literary forms such as the tob saying, the 
comparison, the metaphor, the parable, the allegory and the woe-saying to convey his overall 
message. The tob-saying is comparative in nature by stating “better is x than y.” One such 
example is 4:6,71 “Better one handful with tranquility than two handfuls with toil and chasing 
after wind,” in the context of pointing out the meaningless, enigmatic, or absurd nature of toil 
motivated by envy.  
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The comparison is another literary technique that Loader observes in Qoheleth. An 
example would be 2:13, “I saw wisdom is better than folly, just as light is better than 
darkness.” Yet another example would be 11:5, “As you do not know the path of the wind or 
how the body is formed in a mother’s womb, so you do not understand the work of God, the 
Maker of all things” where the human ignorance of meteorological happenings and the 
formation of a human being in the womb is compared to (and thus makes the point of) 
humanity’s ignorance of God’s work.72 
Closely related to the comparison is the use of the metaphor in the book which 
communicates a comparison without employing a preposition. Such examples would be 3:5 
and 7:26. Loader understands the mention of casting stones in 3:5 to be a metaphor for 
semen. The author uses a number of metaphors in 7:26 to equate women with entrapment.73 
Loader also notices the presence of the parable in the book. In 9:14-15 the author uses 
a parable to illustrate that the disdain that the poor man receives; the fact that he is 
disregarded devalues the wisdom that he has.74 Similar to the parable is the use of the 
allegory, and this literary form is also present in the book. Old age is spoken of allegorically 
in 12:3-4 with terms referring to a house setting and daily life occurrences.75 Qoheleth also 
uses the woe-saying which is present in 10:16, 17. He employs a number of literary forms 
and genres in order to make his presentation, and it would not be unusual for him to develop 
new forms or hybrid genre forms within this mixture of literary forms.  
Tremper Longman employs a theory and method of genre different from many other 
commentators and arrives at the designation of Ecclesiastes’s genre as a “framed wisdom 
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autobiography.”76 Differentiating his theory and method of genre from that of Gunkel, 
Longman considers the form critical approach to be too diachronic and prefers to utilize a 
more synchronic approach to genre. He, thus, proceeds with an approach that is more 
descriptive and reflective of the perspective of Hirsch. With Hirsch, Longman agrees that 
proper genre identification is essential for proper interpretation and that such proper 
identification is the result of a “give-and-take reading process.” He also realizes that the 
reader’s distance from the culture and time of the text and author provides an obstacle to this 
genre identification.77  
Fluidity is also an important consideration in this process as the interpreter must 
realize that the concept of genre is itself fluid. “Any single piece of literature may be 
described with more than one generic label.” The definition of genre is based upon 
resemblances between clusters of texts; a text may be a part of a large genre based upon a 
few resemblances and also be a part of a narrow genre based on many characteristics. Again, 
genre identification is fluid; a text can even have more than one genre label. “Genre 
distinctions do not fall from heaven. They are approximate ways by which we may speak of 
similar texts.”78 With this understanding of genre, Longman identifies Ecclesiastes as a 
“framed wisdom autobiography,” acknowledging the different labels such as wisdom 
literature, reflection that one could also apply. The real significance of Longman’s findings 
for the query of this paper is his method of genre identification: he utilizes a synchronic 
approach, understands it as a give-and-take process, and recognizes fluidity in the process of 
genre identification.  
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 To the question of Ecclesiastes’s genre, Michael Fox79 adds a different note to the 
above- mentioned cacophony. He sees Ecclesiastes in the form of a narrative. He also 
considers the efforts of interpreters to make the rough places or contradictions in Ecclesiastes 
plain as counterproductive; Qoheleth intended the contradictions in the text. In order to make 
his point, he surveys attempts made to deal with the contradictions—attempts that do not 
work, according to Fox. 
There is always, Fox believes, a need for a holistic reading, such as understanding 
apparent contradictions by a more precise definition of terminology, but this holistic manner 
of reading does not warrant the attempt by some to harmonize the discords and 
contradictions. “For example, ‘I praised hjmc’ (8:15) is said to pertain to the joy that comes 
from fulfilling commandments, whereas ‘and hjmc —what does this accomplish?’” (2:2) 
dismisses specifically pleasure that does not proceed from commandments.” The text does 
not sustain such a distinction. Another attempt is to subtract later additions to the text 
(especially trendy in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries). Assigning contradictory 
sections to the speech of another person or group that Qoheleth is refuting is also another 
means of smoothing the contradictions. Detecting dialectic where Qoheleth is stating the 
ideas of another only to refute those ideas is another attempt at smoothing the rough places. 
Others simply conclude that Qoheleth’s contradictions result from a soul and psyche that is 
truly disturbed and fragmented.80  
Qoheleth’s autobiography, according to Fox, stands within the framework of the 
narrator’s words found in the epilogue (12:9-14). The same narrator also speaks of Qoheleth 
in the third person in 1:1-2; 7:27; 12:8. Since one cannot take a single statement of Qoheleth 
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and conclude that the statement encapsulates the teaching of the book, it is crucial for the 
interpreter to read Ecclesiastes as a narrative as opposed to seeing it as a collection of 
proverbs and sayings free-standing from the context of the whole. Qoheleth’s presentation is 
reflective as he recounts a mirror of his thoughts as well as what he was thinking when he 
had his experiences. Indeed at some points Qoheleth’s thoughts should be understood as 
temporary and in the process of change, to be discarded at a later stage of life. He carries the 
reader with him as he goes through the struggles on the path to knowledge—only to conclude 
with a very incomplete knowledge. Fox’s main critique of scholarship on the genre of 
Ecclesiastes is that the interpreter must not attempt to undo the contradictions but rather 
appreciate the struggle, frustrations, and tensions of life; this perpetual struggle is what 
Qoheleth desires to convey.81 
 
Conclusion   
This chapter has presented a beginning discussion of function (message) and genre, 
both elements of the crucial setting- function- genre triad of this dissertation; it has surveyed 
the interpretation of Ecclesiastes through the twentieth century. The century saw historical 
criticism fully engage Ecclesiastes. At the beginning of the century, the unity of Ecclesiastes 
was denied but this view would shift later in the century to view the book as a unit with the 
exception of the epilogue. Some historical-critical commentators are Mc Neille, Barton, 
Gordis, Crenshaw, Murphy, and Ogden.  Modern literary interpretation, realizing that 
historical criticism tools were not the only tools available, has brought readings of 
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Ecclesiastes and its message through the lens of canonical (Childs) , structural (Loader), and 
dialogical (Perry).  
After centuries of interpretation and more than two centuries of historical and modern 
literary criticism, a consensus for the message of Ecclesiastes has not emerged. The 
conversation is ripe for yet another suggestion, which this dissertation will offer. The many 
views of the message, throughout the centuries, largely fall within the following views: 
repentant king, ascetic, bitter skeptic, realist, and preacher of joy.  Aside from the overall 
label of wisdom literature, scholarship has not reached an agreement on the genre of 
Ecclesiastes. This chapter examined a few of the suggestions for this genre label: royal 
testament, diatribe, reflection, framed wisdom autobiography, and a framed narrative. This 
dissertation endeavors to contribute another suggestion to the discussion.  
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CHAPTER 2 
GENRE: A DEFINITION 
 
Having surveyed the literature on the message and genre of Ecclesiastes, we now turn 
attention to a crucial term for this dissertation: genre. What is genre? The purpose of this 
chapter is to establish a definition that I will use, particularly in Chapter 4, to demonstrate its 
thesis. The thesis is that Qoheleth, in part, utilizes a hybrid genre in his work. He, in part, 
employs what this dissertation will call an “anti-apocalyptic genre” in Ecclesiastes, and the 
presence of this genre serves to further Qoheleth’s overarching message of joy.  
For this chapter the works of Harry Nasuti and Eric D. Hirsch serve as foils 
elucidating the particular definition adopted for this work. This dissertation argues for a 
definition of genre that centers upon setting and function. The discussion also benefits from 
the work of genre theorists outside of the field of biblical studies: David Fishelov, Carolyn 
Miller, John Swales, and Adena Rosmarin. The interaction with these additional genre 
theorists will help to trace the threads that contribute to my view of genre, which appears at 
the end of this chapter.  
 
David Fishelov 
The variegated nature of genre is illustrated by the abundance of analogies that genre 
theorists use to define and explain genre. The concept of genre eludes solely one explanation. 
In his book Metaphors of Genre, David Fishelov provides analogies to elucidate his 
understanding of genre; he examines literary genres using analogies of biological species, 
families, social institutions and speech acts. The biological and family analogies will receive 
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attention here. As for the biological analogy, Fishelov finds the possibility of Darwinian 
evolutionary ideas enlightening genre theory intriguing. With the family analogy, he explores 
the socio-psychological implications in a family situation as an example of how genres 
innovate within a tradition. Fishelov cautions that although there is a certain level of 
sophistication with genre theories and their use of analogies, “it [literary theory] is not yet 
scientific, at least not to the standards of a natural science…”82 Flexibility is important with 
any approach and explanation of genre. Before we examine Fishelov’s use of these two 
analogies, a look at his working definition for genre would be helpful. 
Fishelov posits a working definition for genre; he considers genre to be “a 
combination of prototypical, representative members, and a flexible set of constitutive rules 
that apply to some levels of literary texts, to some individual writers, usually to more than 
one literary period, and to more than one language and culture.”83 Along with this working 
definition, Fishelov emphasizes that he refers to historical genres rather than theoretical 
genres. By historical, he affirms that these genres occur throughout history as opposed to just 
one period of time; they are not simply “atemporal classificatory schemata.” 84 Also, by 
historical (and not theoretical), he means that these genres, in truth, do form the works of 
authors and writers contra the idea of pragmatically assigned genres.  
Since he does not see genre as theoretical, Fishelov expresses disapproval of an 
approach that allows the critic to see or broaden the genre label subjectively in order to 
establish a point. In Fishelov’s perspective, such an approach betrays an overly exalted view 
of the critic’s role and does not take into consideration the varied factors involved in 
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establishing genres. Fishelov asserts, “Critics must be more modest about their role in the 
constitution of literary genres…”85  
While he disapproves of an overly active role for the critic, he does argue for 
flexibility in the constitution of literary genre writing. He sets forth a flexible set of rules for 
genre but also affirms the dynamic nature of literary genre which must permit the reality of 
some rules being pliable and thus experiencing some reshaping and loosening. Yet writers 
must adhere to, at least, some of the preceded norms of that particular genre tradition.86  
 
Literary Genres as Biological Species 
To introduce genre as biological species, Fishelov refers to a quote from Sheldon 
Sacks:  
 
Satires exist as literary fact…as the existence of mammals is a “fact” of the physical world. 
Though whales suckle their young and grow hair, they have at least as many traits in common 
with sailfish as they do with men; our selection of the particular similarities to define a class 
called mammals is justified only because, when we lump whales together with elephants, 
hyenas, and men, we facilitate the knowledge of the biological universe, contained, for 
example, in Darwin’s theories.87  
 
Fishelov especially argues that the biological species analogy is useful in “questions 
of generic evolutions and interrelationship, the complex process of the emergence of new 
genres on the literary scene, and the decline of old ones.” Admittedly there is little likelihood 
of hybrids in biology, since a biological hybrid would most probably be sterile. (There are 
some genre theorists who have reservations about using biological species analogy since 
literary genres exhibit a much greater flexibility than biological species.) Unlike biological 
hybrids, literary hybrids often reproduce prolifically; an example would be the tragicomedy, 
                                                 
85
 Fishelov, Metaphors of Genre: The Role of Analogies in Genre Theory, 11.  
86
 Fishelov, Metaphors of Genre: The Role of Analogies in Genre Theory, 14.  
87
 Sheldon Sacks, Fiction and the Shape of Belief (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1964), 
5-6.   
34 
 
  
a combination of two genres that has reproduced many works. Fishelov continues, “thus 
hybridization in literature is not only more common than hybridization in nature; it is also 
more productive.”88   
Another difference between biological hybrids and literary hybrids would have to do 
with the relationship between the individual unit and the larger species context. In biology, 
the relationship between the individual unit and the biological species will and can only 
exhibit the group. Fishelov asserts, “In literature each of the individual units to some extent 
modifies and changes the group.”89 To explicate the change that occurs in the literary texts, 
the author draws from Darwin’s ideas of natural selection.  
Fishelov agrees with Stephen Jay Gould’s summary of Darwin’s presentation on 
natural selection.90  
 
Organisms vary, and these variations are inherited (at least in part) by their offspring. 
Organisms produce more offspring than can possibly survive. On average offspring 
that vary most strongly in directions favored by the environment will survive and 
propagate. Favorable variation will therefore accumulate in populations by natural 
selection…The essence of Darwin’s theory lies in his contention that natural 
selection is the creative force of evolution—not just the executioner of the 
unfit…Variation must be random, or at least not preferentially inclined toward 
adaptation. For, if variation comes prepackaged in the right direction, then selection 
plays no creative role, but merely eliminates the unlucky individuals who do not vary 
in the appropriate way…Evolution is a mixture of chance and necessity—chance at 
the level of variation, necessity in the working of selection.  
 
Based on the above summary of Darwin’s ideas on natural selection Fishelov makes the 
following conclusions. For literary genre the individual text would be similar to the 
individual organism; biological species would be analogous to the literary genre. Literary and 
cultural selection would be for genre what natural selection would be for Darwinian 
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understanding. This approach, however, does not require a deterministic view. It would, in 
fact, allow for flexibility and respect the poetic license and freedom involved. The survival of 
new literary creations would be an example of this approach.  
Only some of these new literary creations will survive. The approach to genre is not 
what texts will be produced but “rather what texts will receive acceptance in a cultural 
environment?”91 Concerning the survival of genres, Fishelov emphasizes generic 
productivity and generic sterility. The crucial element in consideration of the survival of a 
genre is not whether a text is read but rather whether or not that new genre is reproduced. 
The true distinction of survival is not merely existence but also productivity or procreation, 
as with the biological nature.92   
The answer to this consideration of genre survival has much to do with the value 
systems that oversee selection in culture (contra the case in nature). Within the literary 
environment there are a myriad of values (aesthetic, ideological, political, etc.) that coalesce 
to advance some literary productions and repress others. Also crucial to understanding this 
process is the fact that the literary environment is not static but dynamic (much more so than 
the natural environment). Fishelov states, “There is a dialectical relationship between the 
literary production and the literary environment in which the former may not only adapt itself 
to the latter but also contribute to reshaping it.”93  
 
Literary Genres as Families  
Fishelov points out that the trend in modern genre theory is to emphasize “the flexible 
and dynamic nature of literary genres.” This dominant trend, in attempting to establish a 
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philosophical foundation for its un-dogmatic approach, introduces Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 
concept of family resemblance into genre theory. According to this view:  
Representations of a genre may then be regarded as making up a family whose septs 
and individual members are related in various ways, without necessarily having any 
single feature shared in common by all.94   
 
Fishelov argues that Wittgenstein’s thoughts have been used or misused to present too 
loose a concept of genre, and Fishelov proposes a way in which Wittgenstein’s concept can 
be used positively in the field of genre theory.95 He writes:  
I object to this formulation of the analogy on the grounds that whereas rigid concepts 
of genre are justifiably rejected, the alternative presented by the radical version of the 
family resemblance analogy seems to go too far in implying that genres are totally 
open and un-delineated categories. 96 
 
Fishelov, referencing with approval the work of Morris Weitz, presents the view that each 
particular work will exhibit only some characteristics with another work. Delineating genre 
along the lines of mandatory characteristics is, therefore, not a possible proposition. For 
example, determining whether a text is a novel really has to do with whether or not the text in 
question displays certain similarities to other texts that wear the label “novel”; in such a case 
these similarities would justify extending the genre label to a new case.97  
Writing approvingly of the work of Elenor Rosch, Fishelov98  presents a more 
positive concept of family resemblance. In this assessment, when a member of the category 
exhibits overlapping characteristics with the larger group but exhibits the least amount of 
family resemblance with the larger category, that member is considered prototypical. This 
understanding of prototypical is borrowed from a discussion of natural language categories; it 
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has, however, benefit for the discussion on literary genres. With this understanding—
especially pertinent to the discussion of genre here—one can think of literary genres as 
having a “hard-core” of members that demonstrate a high degree of resemblance to the larger 
category or genre family. Yet there would also be, outside of this core, more “archetypical” 
members that do not exhibit as many overlapping characteristics. Fishelov concludes, “This 
approach invites us to think of genres as clubs imposing a certain number of conditions for 
membership, but tolerating as quasi-members those individuals who can fulfill only some of 
the requirements, and who do not seem to fit into any other club.”99   
 
Developing Definition 
 Drawing from Fishelov’s presentation of the nature of genre the following assertion 
can be made: genre is flexible but this flexibility has parameters.  
Genre is flexible. Instead of focusing on a rigid list of formal characteristics, the 
interpreter must realize that the constitutive rules that apply to genre, which would also 
involve characteristics present in the literary work, are subject to change according to 
authorial will and purpose.  
Comparing literary genres to Darwin’s theory of evolution of biological species, one 
can also state that genres are subject to evolution that results from authorial purpose 
(authorial setting and authorial function for the text) in conjunction with the present literary 
environment. This interaction can often result in the production of hybrid genres, which can 
exhibit the characteristics of more than one genre. Interpreters must be mindful of this 
phenomenon because the literary environment, like the biological sphere, is not static but 
dynamic.  
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With this possible literary phenomenon and generic mutation in mind, it is proper to 
consider genres as clubs with members at the core who exhibit a high degree of family 
resemblances along with other members who are on the fringes who may in fact overlap with 
another club and thus exhibit a lesser amount of family resemblances. Again, rather than a 
rigid list of formal characteristics, genre is flexible.  
Despite this flexibility, one must also consider some guiding parameters to genre. A 
genre label is not merely theoretical and a convenient creation of the critic. It must be 
historical in the sense that it, conceivably, must have been, or plausibly could have been, in 
the mind of the author. These proposed genres must have arguably formed the work of the 
respective authors. The critic must, therefore, maintain a modest perspective on her role with 
regard to assigning genre labels.  
 
Carolyn Miller 
In her article “Genre as Social Action,” Carolyn Miller argues for a pragmatic 
understanding of rhetorical genre. She has two objectives in her treatment of genre. One 
point of interest in her approach “is to make of rhetorical genre a stable classifying concept; 
another is to ensure that the concept is rhetorically sound.”100  
In order to fulfill these objectives, Miller presents a pragmatic view of genre. 
Furthermore, and more pertinent to the goal of this present work, she argues for an 
understanding of genre that engages and seeks to elucidate “the way we encounter, interpret, 
react to, and create particular texts.”101 Contending that a valid formulation of genre must 
center on the intended action it seeks to achieve rather than the form in which the discourse 
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appears, Miller explains the relationship between genre and recurrent situations as well as the 
hierarchical models of communication.102 Inaugurals, eulogies, presidential state of the union 
addresses, and other such discourses would be examples of what Miller means. 
A rhetorically sound classification of discourse concerns itself with how the discourse 
works; it must, therefore, examine the rhetorical experience of the individuals who both send 
and receive this discourse. Since this classifying principle points toward rhetorical practice, 
one can say that “genre represents action.” It must, therefore, entail both situation and 
motive, considering the fact that human activity can only receive proper interpretation within 
the framework of a situation and the corresponding motives.103  
Again, what Miller proposes is that for rhetoric the term genre be used to speak of the 
“type of discourse classification, a classification based in rhetorical practice and 
consequently open rather than closed and organized around situated actions (that is 
pragmatic, rather than syntactic and semantic).”104 She asserts that “a genre is composed of a 
constellation of recognizable forms bound together by an internal dynamic…The dynamic 
‘fuses’ substantive, stylistic, and situational characteristics. The fusion has the character of a 
rhetorical ‘response’ to situational demands perceived by the rhetor.”105 Moreover, since 
these rhetorical forms, which themselves result in genres, are stylistic and substantive 
responses to the demands of the social situations, “a genre becomes a complex of formal and 
substantive features that create a particular effect in a given situation.” 106 
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“Genre, in this way, becomes more than a formal entity;” Miller asserts, “it becomes 
pragmatic, fully rhetorical, a point of connection between intention and effect, [an] aspect of 
social action.”107  Every day, similar situations transpire that elicit similar responses. These 
similar responses are recurring forms that tend to be considered a tradition or template for 
any future response to future recurring situations. Inaugurals, eulogies, presidential state of 
the union addresses, and other such discourses would be illustrations of what Miller means. 
These discourses exhibit a conventional form as a result of recurring in situations with 
comparable situational composition.  Since they, and the situations that require them, recur so 
much, rhetors draw from previous experience to determine what is appropriate and not 
appropriate for these discourses.108  
In conclusion, Miller’s view of rhetorical genre has its foundation in rhetorical 
practice. This understanding is not taxonomy of genres. There is no limit to genres in a 
society—the number of genres derives from the societal complexity and multiplicity.109  
This understanding of genre, Miller writes, has obvious bearing on criticism and 
genre theory but also upon rhetorical education. Learning a genre affords more than a grasp 
of a predictability of form or understanding a means to achieving a social goal. This 
knowledge of genre and the workings thereof enables us to comprehend more effectively the 
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situations and life encounters in which one finds oneself and the prospect of seeing either 
failure or success in acting together. Miller concludes, “As a recurrent, significant action, a 
genre embodies an aspect of cultural rationality.”110 
 
Developing Definition  
 From Miller’s work one can think of genre as inextricably tied to function (Miller 
argues social action). A proper understanding of genre encompasses a pragmatic view that 
centers on the intended action the literary work seeks to achieve and how the discourse 
works. As such, a proper view of genre must go beyond mere formal considerations, 
although genre does include form characteristics. This dynamic of intended action fuses with 
the stylistic and situational realities to fulfill its function. Genre is rightly tied to what it is 
intended to do.  
 Since genre is intended to achieve a social goal, the number of genres is without limit 
because the boundaries for genre are determined by those social situations to which genre 
must speak. In other words, genre continuously evolves to communicate more effectively 
with its setting in light of the desired function. Like Fishelov, Miller emphasizes this 
flexibility as she points to the connection between intention and effect.  
 
John Swales 
 In his book Genre Analysis, Sawles’s objective is to present a pedagogical method 
concerning English in research and academic endeavors. There are three central concepts in 
his approach: discourse community, genre, and language-learning task (attention will be paid 
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primarily to the first two). Conceding the observation that each of these key concepts and 
terms has some ambiguity in its meaning, the author makes an effort to infuse clarity into his 
usage of these terms. His ultimate goal is to show the value of genre analysis as a tool to 
investigate “spoken and written discourse for applied ends.”111 His goal is, therefore, 
thoroughly practical in that he desires to assist both native and non-native speakers to 
improve their proficiency in academic communication.112  Although his ultimate goal differs 
from the central objective of this particular dissertation, his thoughts on genre are apropos to 
this present discussion and definition of genre.  
Swales establishes early in his work that he views genre as more than text(s). It is 
important to utilize texts for the purpose of comprehending the manner in which texts should 
be organized (i.e. for the sake of information, rhetorically and stylistically). Swales contends, 
however, that the proper understanding of genre far surpasses a mere textual treatment, a 
point he further develops in his work. Moreover, he asserts that a genre-focused approach is 
an effective means of grasping the various communicative events that transpire in the sphere 
of the present-day English-speaking academy.  
A crucial element to understanding his formulation of genre is communicative 
purpose. This is the crucial thread that joins Swales’s three elements of discourse 
community, genre, and task. Communicative purpose propels the language activities in which 
the discourse community engages. It is the “prototypical criterion for genre identity,”113 and 
it serves as the main determinant task.  
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 As mentioned above, discourse community and genre will receive the primary 
attention in this account of Swales’s thoughts on genre. As such, the undertaking of defining 
exactly what a discourse community is would be in order. Swales defines it as the 
following:114 
A cluster of ideas: that language use in a group is a form of social behavior, that 
discourse is a means of maintaining and extending the group’s knowledge and of 
initiating new members into the group, and that discourse is epistemic or constitutive 
of the group’s knowledge.  
Yet this definition leaves many questions unanswered as to the nature of discourse 
community, so Swales presents a list of criteria to help identify what a discourse community 
is. The criteria are as follows: 115  
1. A discourse community has a broadly agreed set of common public goals. 
2. A discourse community has mechanisms of intercommunication among its 
members…They must realize that they are a community. 
3. A discourse community uses its participatory mechanisms primarily to provide 
information and feedback…such as journals, societies, [etc.] 
4. A discourse community utilizes and hence possesses one or more genres in the 
communicative furtherance of its aims.  
5. In addition to owning genres, a discourse community has acquired some specific 
lexis. (technical language) Example: the technical language of the discourse 
community.  
6. A discourse community has a threshold level of members with a suitable degree 
of relevant content and discoursal expertise…survival of the community depends 
on a reasonable ratio between novices and experts. 
7. There does not necessarily have to be an assimilation of worldview or full 
participation for there to be a discourse community.  
For Swales each of these criteria must be present for there to be a discourse community.  
Genre is also another crucial element to Swales’ treatment. In order to explain his 
concept of genre, Swales examines what scholars have said about genre in areas such as 
literary studies and rhetoric, followed by a working definition of genre. In the area of literary 
studies, he emphasizes the flexible and evolving nature of genre as he notes that there has 
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been a tendency to downplay a sense of stability given the fact that many scholarly works 
have endeavored “to show how the chosen author breaks the mould of convention and so 
establishes significance and originality.”116 He points out that some genre theorists, such as 
Alistair Fowler, give detailed treatment to genre classification but also conclude that all of 
this classification wanes in value when considered in light of the fact that genres are 
continually evolving.117 In fact, Swales reflects on the words of Tzvetan Todorov: “A new 
genre is always the transformation of one or several old genres: by inversion, by 
displacement, by combination.”118  
In the area of rhetoric, Swales seems partial to understanding genre within the context 
of recurring social discourse; he speaks approvingly of Carolyn Miller. He especially notes 
her approach of expanding the scope of genre to study the different types of discourse. 
Additionally, the emphasis on the genre as focused within the idea of social action that it is 
used to execute is also another reason for his favorable review.119 
In light of these investigations on discourse community and genre, Swales presents 
his own working definition on genre. A group of communicative events with common 
communicative purpose serves as the substance of a genre. Within the parent discourse 
community there are members with the expertise to decipher these purposes, and it is these 
purposes that are the foundation for the genre. The impact of this foundational rationale is to 
give shape for the schematic construction of the discourse as well as to have some bearing on 
the content and style of the discourse. Communicative purpose is a crucial element that 
serves as a guiding force to maintain the focus of the genre and its integrity as a rhetorical 
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action. Propelled by its inherent purpose, genre displays resemblances in “structure, style, 
content and intended audience.” The examples of this genre will receive the description 
“prototypical” from the parent discourse community if there is a high degree of expectations 
met for this particular discourse. 120 
 
Developing Definition  
 Drawing on the work of Swales, one can assert that genre is not only tied to function 
but also to the intersection of function and setting. Particularly crucial to a proper construal 
of genre is to understand the roles of communicative purpose and discourse community. 
When we think of genre we can only rightly understand it if we consider it in light of 
communicative purpose: what is the genre intended to do? Without this consideration, we do 
not have a proper understanding of genre; in fact, this consideration must supersede our 
deliberations about form characteristics.  
Our understanding of genre must also encompass a working appreciation of discourse 
community. I would not concur that all of the criteria of discourse community would need to 
be met, but many of them would need to be met in order to properly understand the setting 
that intertwines with the function of the genre and its literary work. In other words, our 
formulation and understanding of genre needs to begin not with formal characteristics but 
rather, firstly, with the community that has produced it and the community to which the work 
is addressed and, secondly, with the communicative purpose that the work is intended to 
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fulfill. Thirdly, in the words of Tzvetan Todorov, “A new genre is always the transformation 
of one or several old genres: by inversion, by displacement, by combination.”121 
 
Adena Rosmarin 
In her book The Power of Genre, Adena Rosmarin asserts the constitutive power of 
genre. She begins her work with some crucial questions. 122  
My concern, in short, is with the question of genre. It is a question that has multiple 
phrasings. Are genres found in texts, in the reader’s mind, in the author’s, or in some 
combination thereof? Or are they not ‘found’ at all but, rather, devised and used? Are 
they ‘theoretical’ or ‘historical’? Are they ‘prescriptive’ or ‘descriptive’? 
 
Rosmarin argues for a theory of genre that “places constitutive or constructive power 
in the genre”; her view of genre transcends the terms historical or theoretical in favor of a 
framework that emphasizes genre’s usefulness in explanation of a text. Genre is one of the 
heuristic tools at the critic’s disposal. The purpose of this heuristic tool is to persuade the 
audience into viewing and understanding the text in a fuller way, in a manner not previously 
seen or understood by the reader.123   
 With genre identified as “pragmatic rather than natural, as defined rather than found, 
and as used rather than described,”124 the number of genres is endless; the number expands to 
however many are needed.  The purpose of genre is to further the explanatory goals of the 
critic. This is contrary to the traditional idea that genre is discovered and thus is “a guess or 
hypothesis that needs to be proven.”125 Rosmarin writes, “Genre is not, as is commonly 
thought, a class but, rather, a classifying statement. It is therefore a text. Genre has 
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constitutive power. There is a pragmatic end.”126 “A genre is a kind of schemata, a way of 
discussing a literary text in terms that link it with other texts…”  “Furthermore,” Rosmarin 
continues,  “our choice is never between more or less ‘valid interpretations’, but between 
those that are more or less useful: ‘what we call truth, namely a conceptual world coinciding 
with the external world, is merely the most expedient error.’”127  
She uses the metaphor of a painter producing a work of art as an example of the role 
of the critic and her relationship with genre. She points out that art visual representation 
commences with a schema that receives attention and alteration for the particular audience. 
The hope of accuracy and an identical exactness is elusive. To assign “naturalness” to such a 
work of art is truly to acknowledge the successful illusion that the painter has wrought. The 
art that is considered the most realistic is still “wedded to types.” 128 
Rosmarin acknowledges that there is conflict present with understanding the process 
as such. Traditionally the critic conveys the idea and process as representation—regardless of 
whether the subject of discussion is a painting or poetic work. This conveyance speaks as if 
the painter or writer were simply a copyist. In contrast, Rosmarin argues for a rhetoric visual 
representation that realizes that the exposition of a text or work of art would be more 
appropriately considered “a knowing-how rather than a knowing-that; it happens better when 
we talk in terms of doing rather than of seeing, of defining and justifying rather than 
grounding and validating.” Ernst Gombrich makes the perceptive statement: “Painting is an 
activity, and the artist will therefore tend to see what he paints rather than paint what he 
sees.”129 She is more creative in her depiction than merely copying. 
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Gombrich writes of placing just as much value upon the critical or explanatory text as 
the text itself; it has a power to make the reader see what the reader was previously unable to 
see. Even a painting is at the most a matching. It is “always gesturing toward the not-itself 
and striving to convince its audience that that gesture is a grasp, visual representation is 
asking its audience to entertain the paradox: that the face beheld or the text read is 
simultaneously itself and not itself, both what it is and what it seems…” 130  
 
Developing Definition  
From Rosmarin’s work one can assert that a genre label is best characterized as a 
heuristic tool to explain the text. Rosmarin’s work furthers the understanding of genre but 
takes it too far. She assigns too much power to the critic and does not sufficiently consider 
the role of the author; authorial intention receives low priority. She does seem to have a 
proper understanding of the teaching/ explanatory role of the genre label. It serves to help the 
critic explain what she has found. I would argue that the critic should attempt to consider 
authorial intent in this process of discovery/ artistry.  
 
 
Harry Nasuti 
The works of Harry Nasuti and Hirsch will receive scrutiny together, before I present 
my own definition of genre.  
Another stream for the foundational understanding of genre comes from Harry 
Nasuti. Examining the interpretation of the psalms in history, he addresses genre’s 
descriptive and/ or constructive role as well as genre’s connection to setting and function. 
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Harry Nasuti, utilizing examples of interpretation for the psalms, outlines his view of genre 
and its role in biblical interpretation. 131 Genre relates to setting and function, and the 
definition of genre has both a descriptive as well as constructive role in hermeneutics. Giving 
a brief survey of how different voices in the scholarly community have defined genre, Nasuti 
turns to the work of Herman Gunkel, Claus Westermann, and Walter Brueggemann. Gunkel 
placed texts in a certain genre if the group of texts “share[d] certain thoughts and moods, a 
specific linguistic form and a common setting in life,” thus combining considerations of 
literary and sociological to delineate genre. The issue of setting, in terms of this task of genre 
definition, is where there has been dispute.  
Gunkel, by his definition of genre, brought the focus away from mainly historical-
setting considerations of historical criticism to include more “typical institutional settings in 
the ongoing life of the community.” 132 In the study of the psalms, this concern resulted in 
attention to typical and cultic setting that made the focus broader than the close attention to 
specific historical events that nineteenth-century historical criticism had.  
Other scholars such as Westermann and Brueggemann would cause the focus to 
become even broader. For Westermann, Israel’s “overall relationship with God, especially as 
this theological stance may be distinguished from that of the ancient Near East”133 is the 
setting for the psalms. Brueggemann took this generalization further than Westermann and 
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sees the psalms through the lens of orientation, disorientation, and new orientation, taking the 
scope beyond institutional or theological setting to that of the existential setting of humanity. 
In this further broadening of the setting, Brueggemann saw the psalms in relation to their 
function more than literary or structural considerations.134  
The significant element, as Nasuti points out, of this development in scholarship is 
that setting and function, as connected features, are determinative for the genre in which a 
text receives placement. An example of how setting and function play a decisive role in the 
genre placement of a text would be the penitential psalms. The traditional seven penitential 
psalms had this classification largely because of the theological perspective in which they 
received consideration. More modern readings see these psalms differently because the 
psalms are then read in different historical and theological settings. Nasuti particularly points 
out that “once one shifts the setting, one shifts the genre” and points to the fact that, once the 
penitential psalms were viewed with the Augustinian reading of the book of Romans, 
interpreters could group them in alignment with a shared element that the historical setting of 
ancient Israel would not have. Placing these texts (and their use) in different settings results 
in different genres. Nasuti continues, “in short, to engage in genre analysis is to engage in a 
historical enterprise.”135  
According to Nasuti, while Gunkel attempted to describe the manner in which the 
psalms functioned in ancient Israel, the works of Westermann and Brueggemann were more 
constructive than descriptive. These scholars are advocating a transition to the way these 
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psalms are used in the modern times; their genre analysis is more prescriptive than 
descriptive.136 
Texts are placed within genres based upon the fact that there are common features to 
the texts. The determination of these commonalities is heavily dependent on the reader (the 
questions and elements for which the reader searches) and her setting, “external criteria.” 
Nasuti writes, “To view genre in such a way is to see it as essentially a means by which 
certain texts are read together as mutually informative…as a reading convention rather than 
as a property of the text itself. It is also to acknowledge the importance of genre in the 
production of meaning.” Genre analysis is, therefore, a historical exercise as well as one of 
self-definition.137 
 The constructive view of genre, however, is not without its constraints.  Nasuti 
identifies three constraints on it. One constraint is the canon. The fact that these biblical texts 
are within a larger canon of Scripture means that similar texts within the canon are placed 
next to the texts in question. A tradition of genre analysis within certain communities also 
serves as a constraint or guideline for this treatment of genre. A corollary of this constraint is 
the fact that the interpreter is within a community, which provides a dialogical environment 
where interpreters can have their interpretations and genre analysis examined and 
critiqued.138  
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Eric D. Hirsch 
Hirsch details the importance of genre, process of interpretation, the importance of 
authorial will in deciphering genre, and the creation of new genres. Hirsch writes, “Coming 
to understand the meaning of an utterance is like learning the rules of a game.” The challenge 
is to decipher which game is being played. After determining which game is being played, 
the interpreter must determine the rules of the game, which is difficult since there is no 
rulebook available. The interpreter needs to be familiar with types of utterances or “family 
resemblances” that span different instances. The utterance type that encompasses the entire 
meaning of an utterance, according to Hirsch, is a genre. Both the speaker or author and the 
interpreter must be careful to be familiar with the “variable and unstable norms of language 
but also the particular norms of a particular genre.”139 
 Hirsch further defines genre by pointing to the process of interpretation. Before the 
interpreter begins to interpret, she has a set of generic expectations. The details of meaning 
that an interpreter finds are heavily influenced by the meaning expectations with which she 
begins this process. Expectations held by the interpreter include not only content but also 
“the relationship assumed to exist between the speaker and interpreter, the type of vocabulary 
and syntax that is to be used, the type of attitude adopted by the speaker, and the type of 
inexplicit meanings that go with the explicit ones.”140 These generic expectations are only 
revised when misunderstanding forces the interpreter to revisit her preconceptions of genre. 
Understanding of verbal meaning is tied to genre. The conception of genre, therefore, is not a 
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stagnant but rather a variable concept that evolves within the process of interpretation, 
growing from vague and imprecise to narrower and more precise as this process advances.141 
 Intrinsic genre is also another dimension of Hirsch’s view of genre. A concept of 
genre is both necessary for speaking and writing, as well as interpreting. This generic concept 
guides the speaker as he speaks words and chooses the sequence of these words. 
Understanding takes place when both the interpreter and the speaker, or author, operate under 
the same generic conception in meaning and understanding; this shared generic conception is 
“the intrinsic genre of utterance.” More precisely, intrinsic genre “is that sense of the whole 
by means of which an interpreter can correctly understand any part in its determinacy.”142 
With regard to context, speaking of the narrow meaning of the part and also referring to the 
milieu that helps to give the proper view of the whole, “the essential component of a context 
is the intrinsic genre of utterance.” Extrinsic genre is incorrectly guessing at the intrinsic 
genre.143  
 In the process of giving guidelines on dealing with implications, Hirsch emphasizes 
purpose (authorial will) as an important part of genre. An implication is connected to the 
conventions, rules, and proprieties of an intrinsic genre. Hirsch argues that the importance of 
an implication is determined by the purpose of the utterance; the controlling element in any 
utterance or any genre is purpose.  
 To guard against a one-sided presentation of genre, Hirsch not only focuses on 
intrinsic genres but also includes “provisional, heuristic type concepts” as well. He deals with 
the very common occurrence of the creation of a new genre, which will require an 
imaginative leap (as I will suggest of the presence and use of an anti-apocalyptic genre in 
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Ecclesiastes). The formation of a new genre involves either the assimilation of two genres or 
extending an existing genre to suit the needs of a new context—or both. To Hirsch, “[T]he 
real relationship of an intrinsic genre to broader genre ideas is a historical relationship” 
denoting the formation of these new genres that takes place.144 
 Hirsch concludes his thoughts on genre by stressing the need to have differing 
interpretive methods for different texts and also stressing the necessity of authorial will for 
valid interpretation. The concept of genre helps to determine whether a prospective 
interpretation is appropriate, valid, or not. Hirsch asserts, “Valid interpretation depends on 
valid inference about the proprieties of the intrinsic genre.”145 
 Hirsch makes a number of points that are very pertinent to the discussion of genre in 
this dissertation. For him, the idea of intrinsic genre of utterance, when both the interpreter 
and author have the same conception of genre, is vital to understanding what is being 
communicated. With this point, he also realizes that proper understanding is inextricably tied 
to authorial will. He also realizes that making genre identifications is difficult. One is trying 
to decipher which game is being played and what rules are being employed—without the 
benefit of a rulebook. The interpreter’s conception of genre, therefore, is not stagnant but 
evolves within the process of interpretation, growing from vague to more precise as this 
process advances. Hirsch deals with the very common occurrence of the creation of a new 
genre, which will require an imaginative leap. Again, the formation of a new genre involves 
either the assimilation of two genres or extending an existing genre to suit the needs of a new 
context—or both. 
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 Having looked at both Hirsch and Nasuti, it would be helpful for us to summarize 
Nasuti and distinguish his view from that of Hirsch. In so doing, points of my own 
understanding of genre will emerge. For Nasuti, genre relates to setting and function, and the 
definition of genre has both a descriptive as well as constructive role in hermeneutics.   The 
issue of setting, in terms of this task of genre definition, is where genre is really debated.   
The significant element, as Nasuti points out, of this development in scholarship is that 
setting and function, as connected features, are determinative for the genre in which a text 
receives placement.  Placing these texts (and their use) in different settings results in different 
genres.  (This claim is a key point of distinction between Hirsch and Nasuti.) Texts are 
placed within genres based upon the fact that there are common features to the texts. The 
determination of these commonalities is heavily dependent on the reader and her setting. 
Although there are constraints, Nasuti views genre as not only descriptive of meaning but 
also constructive of meaning.  
 
My Definition of Genre  
Genre is flexible, anchored to authorial will, and centered on the foci of setting and 
function. Genres are better understood as clubs, in which there is a segment that exhibits a 
high degree of similarities to the inner core of the membership as well as a segment of more 
fringe members that exhibit a lesser degree of the core membership. It is, therefore, possible 
for members (texts) to carry membership in more than one club (genre). This flexibility is not 
without restraints, however. The chief restraints would have to do with the actual connection 
of the proposed genre and its historical use—rather than merely theoretical use. The proposed 
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genre and its label must be historical in that it actually formed the communication and 
purpose of the author.  
I agree with Hirsch that authorial will is crucially important and that it serves as an 
anchor for determining meaning. It is in the pursuit of determining the many times elusive 
authorial intent that one arrives at the intrinsic genre. Understanding that the generic 
expectations with which one approaches the text have much to do with the interpretation of 
the text, I do not see the proper role of genre as constructive, as Nasuti argues; genre is 
descriptive. Although the guess that the critic or interpreter posits for the text in question is a 
heuristic tool for explanation, genre is not a mere creation of the critic, contra Rosmarin. The 
intention of the author is a constraint on the flexibility of genre and its resultant label.  
Genre is inextricably tied to function (Miller argues social action). Since genre is 
intended to achieve a social goal, the number of genres is without limit because the 
boundaries for genre are determined by those social situations to which genre must speak. It 
is inextricably connected to the intersection of setting and function. Identifying and 
understanding genre is crucially dependent on a proper grasp of the roles of communicative 
purpose and discourse community at work in a particular genre and its text. 
Genre is flexible, anchored to authorial will, and centered on setting and function. 
These three characteristics of genre are vital for proper understanding of a text and its 
overarching genre label, especially when new genres have been formed. Interpreting the text 
in terms of the authorial setting and intended authorial function is vital for proper 
comprehension. There are times when this authorial setting and intended authorial function 
requires the development of a new genre, which will require an imaginative leap. This new 
genre (or hybrid genre) encompasses either the assimilation of two genres or extending an 
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existing genre to suit the needs of a new context—or both. This understanding of literary 
setting can help to distinguish when new genres (such as an anti-apocalyptic genre in 
Ecclesiastes) have been created for the purpose of fulfilling a new function of the text. It is 
with this view that I approach the question of genre in Ecclesiastes.   
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CHAPTER 3 
WISDOM AND APOCALYPTIC GENRE (AND THOUGHT) MELD/ CLASH IN 
SECOND TEMPLE JUDAISM 
 
 
The thesis of this dissertation is that Qoheleth, in part, utilizes a hybrid genre in his 
work. He, in part, employs what this dissertation will call an “anti-apocalyptic genre” in 
Ecclesiastes, and the presence of this genre serves to further Qoheleth’s overarching message 
of joy.  Even with a more conventional definition of genre,146 is the idea of an anti-
apocalyptic genre in a wisdom text plausible? Before I present this argument in chapter four, 
my intention in this chapter is to argue that the occurrence of a wisdom text exhibiting 
elements of an apocalyptic genre and vice-versa is evident in certain Second Temple texts.  
First, I will give a definition of wisdom.  Secondly, I will give a definition for the apocalyptic 
genre. Thirdly, I will give a number of examples of works whose composition, or final 
editing in the case of Job, fits in the time period of the Second Temple Period and also 
demonstrate the melding or clashing of apocalyptic and wisdom genres/ thought.  
 
What is Wisdom? 
In his definition of wisdom, James Crenshaw makes three crucial distinctions: 
wisdom literature, wisdom tradition, and wisdom thinking. In response to the question, 
“What is wisdom?” I will address these three areas. I will also briefly identify the texts that 
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 In chapter two I presented a definition for genre that will serve in chapter four. In this chapter I use 
definitions for wisdom and apocalyptic that are more conventional in that they include more focus on the 
literary characteristics than my definition presented in chapter two. It is important to realize that these two 
approaches are not contradictory. My definition does not seek to jettison observations of literary characteristics 
but seeks to position attention on significant elements of setting and function. The definitions of wisdom and 
apocalyptic in this chapter do not universally ignore these elements.  
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are considered wisdom texts. I will address what is distinctive about wisdom thinking and its 
approach to reality. I will also address the wisdom tradition:  the wisdom movement, who 
was involved in it, the curriculum, and the pedagogy.  
Ancient Near Eastern Wisdom literature focuses on issues that are common to human 
existence but Israelite wisdom literature comes from a particular cultural and theological 
context that has as its chief credo: “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” The 
texts that comprise this wisdom corpus are Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes, Sirach, and Wisdom 
of Solomon.  
James Crenshaw defines wisdom (or wisdom thinking) as, “the quest for self-
understanding in terms of relationships with things, people and the Creator.”147 Wisdom 
thought is anthropocentric. Whereas the prophetic word bellows forth with the divine word 
from heaven, wisdom’s starting point is in ruminating upon the question, “What is good for 
man?” Wisdom concerns itself with discovering “what is good for man,” and it determines 
that good to be “health, honor, wealth, and length of days.” The foundational idea of order, 
which God has established and man can search and discover, is the ground that establishes 
this search for the good life. Wisdom is, thus, a humanism—a theological humanism.148  
                                                 
147
 James Crenshaw, “Prolegomenon,” in Studies in Ancient Israelite Wisdom (ed. Harry M. Orlinsky; 
New York: KTAV, 1976), 1- 36.  Gerhard von Rad defines wisdom more broadly by writing, “Israel understood 
‘wisdom’ as a practical knowledge of the laws of life and of the world, based upon experience.” He goes on to 
note that Israel’s concept of wisdom would change but would always have as its foundation practical knowledge 
based on experience. Gerhard Von Rad, Old Testament Theology (trans. D. M. G. Stalker; 2 vols.; Peabody, 
MA: Prince Press, 1962) 1: 418. Whybray defines wisdom as an intellectual tradition. He defines it as “innate 
intelligence...” and also says, “Wisdom in the religious sense also is an intellectual quality which provides the 
key to happiness and success, to ‘life’ in its widest sense.” Roger N. Whybray, The Intellectual Tradition in the 
Old Testament, (New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1974). 7,8.  
148
 Crenshaw, “Prolegomenon,” in Studies in Ancient Israelite Wisdom, 4,5. 
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Wisdom is chiefly concerned with order,149 very similar to the Egyptian concept of 
Ma’at; wisdom’s pursuit is thus an endeavor to find and continue order—individual and 
societal order. This concept of order suggests a design or purpose. The wise man is to be an 
individual of propriety, knowing what to do at the right time and the right place. For this 
reason, there are two seemingly opposite proverbs listed in Prov 26:4-5. The sage is to 
ponder all aspects of a situation and make the proper response, given the particular situation. 
Very different from the authoritative thunder of prophecy, wisdom seeks to bring forth its 
message via the power of logical argument and persuasion.  
This is a quest for understanding and order that is aware of its limitations. The wise 
man is most definitely aware of humanity’s limitations, coupled with the fact that knowledge 
of God is often inscrutable. The reality of life experience caused the sage to realize the 
innumerable possibilities as well as humanity’s limitations. This aspect is part of the reason 
why Crenshaw writes, “Wisdom is an open system although a tendency toward frozen dogma 
in the area of retribution certainly developed.”150 
The wisdom motto of “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” emanates 
from the concept of reality, Crenshaw argues. This view of reality meant that there would be 
a reward for virtue and likewise adverse results for vice. There is, therefore, a profound 
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 Although von Rad’s definition is not as precise as Crenshaw’s, this aspect of order also appears in 
von Rad’s understanding. He writes, “Wisdom…consisted in knowing that at the bottom of things an order is at 
work, silently and often in a scarcely noticeable way, making for a balance of events.” Von Rad, Old Testament 
Theology, 1: 428.  
  Roland Murphy concedes studies on wisdom literature often make reference to the concept of order. 
He, however, is not comfortable with this assertion. For him, wisdom literature does speak of human actions 
and corresponding results (such as Prov 16:24; 25:14), but it would be incorrect to speak of “the existence of an 
order on the basis of analogies between conduct and events in nature.” The sage speaks of human conduct and 
references nature for the purpose of shaping human conduct. Murphy, therefore, argues that it would be more 
proper “to speak of man’s imposing an order (however provisory) upon the chaotic experiences of life.” Even 
such a statement must be tempered with the realization that the sages knew that humanity’s knowledge has 
limitations. Roland Murphy, “Wisdom Theses,” in The Papin Festschrift Essays in Honour of Joseph Papin (ed. 
Joseph Armenti; Villanova: Villanova University Press, 1976), 187- 200.  
150
 Crenshaw, “Prolegomenon,” in Studies in Ancient Israelite Wisdom, 23.  
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element of justice associated with this creation theology. This view of automatic justice 
stands in somewhat tension with the fact that God is free to do what he desires, even if that is 
contrary to the human understanding of justice. There are some sages who choose to grapple 
with this tension; the books of Job and Ecclesiastes are examples of this wrestling. This is no 
small issue because the lack of justice, or at least the human perception, meant a possible 
return to chaos.151  
The order, which serves as the foundation for wisdom thought, faces a crisis and 
possible reversal into chaos whenever the theology of retribution does not seem to stand; 
confidence in the divine power and the concept that there is a reciprocal relationship between 
virtue and reward as well as vice and punishment. The sage’s response to this crisis is to 
point to creation as a defense of divine justice, even when such justice is not visible to 
humans.152  
Creation is a testament to the wise person that “the universe is comprehensible, and 
thus encourages a search for its secrets.” Creation also gives the sense of order that holds all 
of the institutions of life together. Whenever chaos seems to prevail and divine justice 
appears elusive, the sage points to creation in order to defend the divine order and divine 
justice.153  
The distinction of wisdom tradition includes the wisdom movement, its curriculum 
and the manner and forms in which it delivers this curriculum. The nature of the wisdom 
movement comes into clearer focus when one considers its beginnings in ancient Israel. 
Gerhard Von Rad has posited that the Solomonic period was revolutionary as it set new 
trends and a new path for the nation. This period is marked by fresh perspective on humanity 
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 Crenshaw, “Prolegomenon,” in Studies in Ancient Israelite Wisdom, 26. 
152
 Crenshaw, “Prolegomenon,” in Studies in Ancient Israelite Wisdom, 28-33. 
153
 Crenshaw, “Prolegomenon,” in Studies in Ancient Israelite Wisdom 34. 
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and all of humanity’s experiences. The nation had expanded its territory facilitating 
Solomon’s commercial involvement with distant lands, which bore the result of economic 
prosperity. With this international boom, there was also a river of ideas flowing in from other 
nations; the prohibition against importing religious perspectives of other people groups was 
not observed. The royal court became, like its Egyptian counterpart, centers of international 
wisdom; this was a time of enlightenment.154 
A literary revolution also marks this era. Solomon’s court is filled with scribes—both 
Israelite and non-Israelite—resulting in a blossoming of literature. There is increased 
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 Gerhard von Rad, The Problem of the Hexateuch and Other Essays, (trans. E. W. Trueman Dicken; 
London: SCM Press, 1966), 203. Crenshaw rejects Von Rad’s explanation of Solomon’s role on the wisdom 
tradition, refuting it as “legendary in character.” He considers the evidence for Solomon’s wisdom leadership to 
be inferential and the result of comparisons being  made with the Egyptian court life. He writes, “While such a 
view of the facts may be historically probable, one must recognize that nothing demands the existence of an 
institution of wise men at Solomon’s court.” Crenshaw, “Prolegomenon,” in Studies in Ancient Israelite 
Wisdom, 19.  
Walter Breuggemann has a plausible and effective response to those who, like Crenshaw, largely reject 
the idea of Solomon as the patron of wisdom. Brueggemann argues for just this idea. He does so not on 
historical and literary grounds but on sociological grounds; he concedes that one cannot translate literary 
evidence of Solomon’s role into irrefutable historical evidence for Solomon’s reign. Consider 1 Kgs 3- 11. 
Interpreters consider 1 Kgs 3:3-14 to be in the genre of an inaugural dream. Many scholars, likewise, consider 1 
Kgs 3:16-28 to be a “standard and recurring example of juridical cunning.” 1 Kgs 10:1-13 could simply be the 
result of propaganda intended to bring comparisons with international royal figures and have Solomon appear as 
superior. Brueggemann favors the sociological approach that considers the fact that there must have been a 
sociological reason for the text to appear as they did. If it is simply based on legend, there must have been a 
reason for the formation of the legend. This tradition, historical or not, did not occur in a vacuum. The 
Deuteronomist (in 1 Kgs 3-11), the compilers of the book of Proverbs and those who were responsible for the 
works Ecclesiastes and Song of Solomon draw from some body of social memory. He writes, “While that 
memory may not be …available in factual terms, it seems plausible to assume that the connection between 
Solomon and wisdom is remembered and not invented—remembered…quite impressionistic and without 
precision.” The consideration of Solomon’s role in the wisdom tradition in Israel must consider the social 
environment during his time that demanded such a significant shift. The context of Solomon’s reign required 
changes in politics, ideology, and technology in order to sustain the shift that had taken place. Brueggemann 
posits three social functions for this wisdom intelligentsia to perform in this new transformation. 1) This new 
wisdom movement was liberating. Developing this wisdom tradition was not only to be like Pharaoh but most 
likely also for the purpose of providing an intellectual seedbed that would support change, “the kind of 
intellectual emancipation needed for a new regime eager to operate effectively, legitimately, and prestigiously 
as a state.” (125) 2) This wisdom apparatus was  necessary for the state. Through this wisdom tradition the 
knowledge of other nations and cultures becomes available for use and study. This availability both fulfills and 
incites a new energy and eagerness for new explorations. Additionally, this wisdom movement is necessary 
because such a movement is needed to lead to predictable patterns of order and control. 3) The wisdom 
movement tended to preserve the status quos and this would be necessary as a new political system sought to 
maintain control. He, therefore, concludes that “Solomon was a patron of a wisdom that was at once 
emancipator and ideological. Only such a conclusion can explain the canonical memory of Solomon…” (131) 
Walter Brueggemann, “The Social Significance of Solomon as a Patron of Wisdom” in The Sage in Israel and 
the Ancient Near East (ed. John Gammie and Leo Perdue; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 117-132.  
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interaction with other cultures as the kingdom expands. This growth results in the institutions 
of wise men in Solomon’s court. It is in this setting that Solomon is prolific as he composes 
proverbs, songs, and other poetic expressions of knowledge, including encyclopedic 
knowledge.155  
Wisdom tradition embodies and propagates wisdom thinking, which is a quest for 
self-understanding. This is a quest that takes place on three levels: (1) nature wisdom is 
concerned with the mastery of the aspects of nature for the well-being of the individual, 
(Also included in this level is the observation of nature as they concern humanity and the 
universe.) (2) juridical and practical wisdom has the concern of the human relationships and 
their propriety in a society of order, and (3) theological wisdom is concerned with 
theodicy.156  
Crenshaw continues, drawing further distinctions between family/clan wisdom,157 
court wisdom, and scribal wisdom.158 Family wisdom seeks to equip the individual with 
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 Crenshaw disagrees with this and finds it dubious.  Crenshaw, “Prolegomenon,” in Studies in 
Ancient  Israelite Wisdom, 17.   
156
 James Crenshaw, “Determining Wisdom’s Influence,” Journal of Biblical Literature (1969): 129-
142.  
157
 The family and tribe is a possible beginning point for premonarchic wisdom tradition. Although the 
biblical text does not present evidence of anyone holding the title of sage in the tribe nor family, Carole 
Fontaine comments on the status and role of the sage. She places the role expectations of the sage in wisdom 
tradition—both Israelite and non-Israelite—alongside the roles executed within the family and tribe. She defines 
status as “a location in the social structure defined by expectations for performance by an incumbent.” Role is 
what she defines as “the organized set of behaviors that belongs to an identifiable position.” As the head of the 
household, the father exhibits the role of the sage, though not the title. He has the responsibility to teach his 
sons—both religiously and practically. This understanding of the father as sage is seen in the common verbiage 
used in Proverbs of “my son/ your father.” See Prov 1:8, 10, 15; 2:1; 3:1, 11, 21. Prov 1-9 most likely has 
connections with the Egyptian courtly origins, but it also reflects the family setting where teaching happens. It 
uses the parent/ child verbiage to portray the sage/ student relationship. As an example, Prov 4:1-9 shows the 
stream of knowledge necessary for a full life is transmitted from the father to the son in a familial setting. In 
addition to the role of family teacher, the father also serves the role as counselor and arbiter in disputes. The 
father’s authority over the family is final, and this fact makes him the likely candidate to serve in this manner. 
Examples of the father serving in this manner appear in Genesis. The reader views Abraham as he settles 
disputes and gives counsel about a mate for Isaac (Gen 12:8-12, 16:6, 21:25, 24:1-9). Similarly the biblical text 
shows the elders with wisdom connections in Num 11:16 when God places enablement upon seventy elders so 
that they may assist Moses with administrative and judicial responsibilities. Carole Fontaine, “The Sage in 
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skills that would bring success in life. This kind of wisdom, uttered from the elder, 
encourages the type of behavior that followed wisdom and brought happiness. Court wisdom 
is intended to instruct “worldly manners” to those being prepared for royalty and leadership. 
Scribal wisdom seeks to implant religious belief in all and was universal. It, thus, employs a 
dialogical tone with admonitions.159  
Wisdom literature’s pedagogy employs many different forms. The numerical saying 
is a form present in wisdom literature. Humanity in the search for order is prone to these 
types of sayings.160Another form is the autobiographical stylization; in this form ideas appear 
as a personal discovery.161 There is also the long didactic poem.162 The dialogue is well 
attested in Near Eastern wisdom texts; it is very effective for presenting a perplexing 
                                                                                                                                                       
Family and Tribe,” in The Sage in Israel and the Ancient Near East (ed. John Gammie and Leo Perdue; Winona 
Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 155-164.  
158
  Andre Lemaire addresses the issue of the sage in school. The issue causes scholarly debates to 
erupt. In the midst of the ruminations scholars have failed to adequately consider that Israelite society exhibited 
a degree of diversity: people lived on farms, villages, towns, or even in the capital. The society included the 
poor, the rich, and individuals who would not consider themselves to be either. Occupations ranged from farmer 
to military to administration.  One could probably find wise people in all of these different strata of society. 
When considering the role of the sage in the school there are certain misconceptions that one must avoid: 1) 
Israelite schools were not like modern schools but probably closer to “traditional Koranic and Jewish schools.” 
(167) 2) These schools probably taught wisdom along with other subjects. 3) The presence of the school does 
not preclude other forms of instruction such as from the home. The existence of schools in ancient Israel is 
likely in light of the fact that the surrounding cultures had, i.e. Mesopotamia and Egypt. These schools were for 
the purpose of preparing scribes to work in the government. The evidence showing the spread of literacy in 
Judean kingdom around 600 B.C.E. also points to the existence of schools. From the biblical text there is proof 
that the First Temple Period had various types of schools. There were royal schools (1 Kgs 12:8, 10; 2 Kgs 
10:1, 5, 6; 2 Chr 17:7-9). There were schools of the prophet (2 Kgs 6:1 -2; Isa 8:16), and there were also schools 
connected with the temple (Isa 28: 7-13, 2 Chr 22:11).  Another point that argues for the existence of schools in 
Israelite history and the role of sages in them is the consideration that some biblical texts seem to have been 
utilized as texts for schools. Such would be the case for the book of Proverbs; its employment of pedagogical 
approaches as well as the mnemonic devises would argue for this usage. Teaching was mostly oral, 
incorporating commentary on proverbs, parables, saying, and other pedagogical forms of wisdom texts. More 
than likely the wisdom texts and school texts originally appeared in popular wisdom. They were later collected 
and transmitted in the form of a school text. Lemaire writes, “The original setting of proverbs is traditional 
society, but the setting of written collections is the wisdom school.” (175)  Andre Lemaire, “The Sage in School 
and Temple” in The Sage in Israel and the Ancient Near East (ed. John Gammie and Leo Perdue; Winona Lake: 
Eisenbrauns, 1990), 165 -181.  
159
 Crenshaw, “Determining Wisdom’s Influence,”130. 
160
 See Prov 6:16-19; 30:21-23;  30: 29-31 
161
 See Prov 24:3-34; Sir 51:13-16; Sir 33:16-17 
162
 See Job 27:13-23; Prov 1:10-19; Prov 2:1-22 
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problem.163 The fable164 and the allegory165 endeavor to present something that is true in a 
figurative manner. The didactic narrative is a form that simply presents the events openly, 
largely without the figurative forms of speech.166  
 
What is Apocalyptic? 
The area of apocalyptic studies exhibits a cacophony of voices, many with different 
approaches. The works of Robert Webb and John Collins have greatly assisted me in hearing 
the foundational tones in this cacophony. En route to a definition of apocalyptic, there are 
two terms that need attention: apocalyptic eschatology and apocalypticism. I will give a 
definition for each of these two terms followed by a definition of apocalypse.  
Apocalyptic eschatology is the way that individuals or groups perceive the activity of 
the Almighty in relation to their daily existence. Drawing contrasts with prophetic 
eschatology will assist in defining the term. Apocalyptic eschatology differs from prophetic 
eschatology in a number of ways. Prophetic eschatology sees God working within the present 
situation with the present people and political systems to actuate the divine plan. Apocalyptic 
eschatology, however, sees deliverance and the fulfillment of God’s plan coming, not from 
the present system and structure but from outside of the present order;167 it sees the in-
breaking of God’s power exploding into the present scene of human darkness and dismay.  
Any definition of apocalypticism will, of necessity, overlap with a definition of 
apocalyptic eschatology, since both are related with the genre of apocalypse. Apocalypticism, 
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 Numerous examples abound in the book of Job. 
164
 See Judg 9: 8-15; 2 Kgs 14:9; 2 Sam 12:1-4 
165
 See 1 Enoch 85-90, Prov 5: 12-23; Eccl 12:1-6 
166
 Two examples would be the prose narratives of Joseph and Job.  
167
 Paul Hanson, “Apocalypticism,” IDBSup:, 29- 30. Christopher Rowland, however, intimates that 
there is no such thing as a distinct apocalyptic eschatology. Christopher Rowland, The Open Heaven: A Study of 
Apocalyptic in Judaism and Early Christianity (New York: Wipf and Stock, 1982), 29.  
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Hanson defines, “refers to the symbolic universe in which an apocalyptic movement codifies 
its identity and interpretation of reality.”168 The symbolic universe comes out of a group that 
suffers from a sense of alienation and, thus, employs an apocalyptic eschatology to respond 
to their marginalization. It is, therefore, difficult to give a single exhaustive definition of 
apocalypticism because it is primarily focused on the response that an oppressed people give 
to their immediate crisis. Responses from different groups will take different forms.169  
Although each group would have a response unique to its own situation, there are two 
fundamental ingredients that the apocalypticism of any group will have. Each group will 
have a social setting of alienation and a response from the group to this setting. This 
alienation is one where foundational structures of life and belief have suffered greatly and 
may have disintegrated. This can be the result of literal destruction or a situation where the 
group is no longer in positions of power. Their collective life, therefore, is in the path of 
encroaching chaos.170 
The response to this alienation, the second fundamental ingredient, is one that utilizes 
apocalyptic eschatology. The people look for deliverance outside of the common structure, a 
structure  that has resulted in their alienation. Apocalyptic eschatology enables this 
marginalized group to preserve their sense of identity, an identity that is enveloped with the 
vision of ultimate vindication from the intervention of God invading the darkness of their 
present structure.171  
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 Hanson, “Apocalypticism,” 30.  
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 Hanson, “Apocalypticism,” 30.  
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 Hanson, “Apocalypticism,” 30.  
171
 Hanson, “Apocalypticism,” 30. Robert Webb criticizes Hanson’s definition on its blend of ideology 
and the social phenomenon of the movements. He argues that the term apocalypticism should only be used to 
denote the ideology and not the social phenomenon because such ideology may be held by an individual. 
Moreover, he argues that this approach to the definition blurs the line of demarcation between ideology and 
social movements. Robert Webb, “ ‘Apocalyptic:’ Observation on a Slippery Term” JNES (1990): 115-126.  
Although I appreciate Webb’s contention on this point, I agree will Hanson’s definition since the alienation of 
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Having defined the important terms of apocalyptic eschatology and apocalypticism, I 
will now turn to defining the genre of apocalypse. This genre poses a challenge to definition 
to the point that some have even suggested the banishment of the term. There are four 
approaches to defining the genre of apocalypse: the traditionalist, literary-form, essentialist, 
and eclectic approaches.172 Each of these approaches, especially the latter, gives a different 
facet of this genre that eludes definition.  
 
The Traditionalist Approach  
The work of Klaus Koch is an example of the traditional approach to defining the 
apocalyptic genre. This approach includes identifying lists of literary characteristics that 
                                                                                                                                                       
the particular social circumstances is an impetus for the apocalypticism that forms and the apocalyptic 
eschatology that it employs.  
172
 Paolo Sacchi pursues another approach that has had  more of an impact in scholarly circles of 
Europe than in North America. Sacchi’s approach is unique in that he does not attempt to trace apocalyptic’s 
roots from wisdom or the prophetic movement. He concurs that the apocalyptic form “knowledge through 
vision and symbolic-mythical expression” does have a connection with the substance of thought. He, however, 
has a point of departure in that his research goes beyond the problems concerned with form and, instead, seeks 
to discover the oldest work that serves as the source for later thought in apocalyptic texts. His conclusion is that 
The Book of Watchers fits this description of being the oldest and containing a base of thought. The Book of the 
Watchers, has a date well before 200 B.C.E. (Scholarship generally considers the 300 year period between 200 
B.C.E and 100 C.E. to be the period when the number of Jewish apocalyptic works grew.) He suggests that it is 
in this work that one can find the “soul of apocalyptic” (36 n. 8). Sacchi’s central concern is to wrestle with the 
question, “In the history of Jewish thought, are there some significant issues later found in classical apocalyptic, 
that is, in those works which tradition already indicates as apocalyptic?”(40) He starts from a working 
hypothesis of what these fundamental thought elements would be, drawing from Klaus Koch. He then attempts 
to trace the history of these thoughts; he does not look for isolated thoughts but thoughts as they appear in 
clusters. His next step is to identify the thought in the Book of the Watchers. He determines that there are three 
elements that serve as the foundation of thought in the book. The first is, “The conviction that evil derives from 
a contamination of the natural and human sphere through the action of beings belonging to the ‘in-between 
world.’” This contamination is the result of rebellious angels who have brought rebellion against God’s 
established order for the cosmos. The second is “the conviction that there exists in human beings an immortal 
element destined…to live an eternally blessed life with God.” The third is “that salvation cannot be effected by 
human beings, but must rather derive from an event in the ‘in-between world.’” This salvation takes place as a 
result of God’s will. (60) Sacchi then compares these elements to those found in Jubilees, Daniel, and both the 
Rule of the Community and Hodayot from Qumran. He, then, arrives at two fundamental guidelines for every 
apocalypse: (1) the belief in immortality (whether by resurrection or immortality of the soul) and (2) the 
conviction that evil has its origin in a sphere above the human. Additionally, Sacchi encourages that the 
interpreter make a distinction between historical and cosmic apocalypses. Sacchi’s work is valuable because it 
brings a fresh approach to the discussion. The approach of the others is more helpful for this section because 
they focus on the cluster of literary elements, an approach more prevalent in contemporary scholarship in North 
America. Paolo Sacchi, Jewish Apocalyptic and Its History (trans. William J. Short; Journal for the Study of the 
Pseudepigrapha 20; Bresica: Paideia Press, 1990), 17-71.  
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identify the genre. Koch lists fourteen traits that apocalyptic texts will usually display. These 
traits are: discourse cycles between the seer and the angelic being, spiritual turmoil as the 
seer receives an unexpected vision or audition, paraenetic discourses which detail an 
eschatological ethic, pseudonymity often hiding behind a revered man of God from the past 
(such as Enoch ), “mythical images rich in symbolism,” composite literary character, 
imminent reversal of earthly conditions, the end as a vast cosmic catastrophe, history is 
divided into segments, angelic and demonic armies, the promise of salvation which will be 
paradisal, the throne of God from which comes the ultimate act of redemption, a mediator 
who has a royal role, and the word “glory” as a catchword for the final state.173  
There are at least two criticisms of this approach. One problem with this approach is 
that it views the genre through the lens of apocalyptic eschatology. By doing this, the 
approach does not adequately consider other concerns present in these texts. Michael Stone 
points out that there are often lists present in these texts and that they cover a wide range of 
topics.  
Among the subjects they comprehend are astronomy and meteorology, uranography 
and cosmology, the secrets of nature and Wisdom as well as other aspects of esoteric 
lore not easily classified in accepted categories,174  
 
Another problem with this approach is the fact that lists such as these, Hanson argues, cannot 
possibly capture the true essence of the genre.175  
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 Klaus Koch, The Rediscovery of Apocalyptic (trans. M. Kohl; London:  Alec R. Allenson, 1972), 
24-33.  
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 Michael Stone, “Lists of Revealed Things in Apocalyptic Literature,” in Magnalia Dei: The Mighty 
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 Paul Hanson, “Jewish Apocalyptic Against Its Near Eastern Environment,” Revue Biblique 78 
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The Literary-Form Approach 
A key element of the literary-form approach is the focus on the literary features more 
than the content of the text. The content of this group of literature is varied, but the literary 
form of revelation is the prevailing feature of the brand. Christopher Rowland, a chief 
proponent of this approach, writes that apocalyptic “is a type of religion whose distinguishing 
feature is a belief in direct revelation…through dream, vision or divine intermediary.”176 He 
downplays the role of apocalyptic eschatology by pointing out that the main focus of the 
apocalypse is to unveil “meaning and significance to man and his world by means of 
revelation.” The purpose is to give humanity a way of understanding the world and the 
involvement of the Almighty in humanity’s world. This knowledge, whether it be 
eschatological or astronomical, would enable people to have the proper perspective in this 
life brimming with despair.177  
The basic meaning of the word apokaluptw attests to this approach, since the word 
means to reveal, disclose. The book of Revelation takes its title from the noun form of this 
verb; the definition of the word is a foundation to the field of apocalyptic study. The chief 
weakness of this approach is “that the distinctiveness of the apocalypses vis-à-vis other forms 
of revelatory literature in the Greco-Roman world is not taken into account.”178 This 
approach emphasizes one feature to the expense of others.  
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The Essentialist Approach 
E.P. Sanders has identified what he calls the essentials of an apocalypse. He argues 
that “the combination of revelation with the promise of restoration and reversal” are the 
essentials that are unique to apocalypses. The works, Sanders asserts, of Daniel, 1 Enoch, 
Jubilees, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch, the Apocalypse of Abraham, and frequently the Testament of Levi 
would all contain the “combination of revelation with the promise of the vindication or 
redemption of a group.”179 Moreover, he argues that with this generative identification, the 
questions of authorial intent and audience expectancy have been addressed: “the authors 
intended to promise restoration by God from present oppression, and the audience 
understood the devices being used to make that promise impressive…visions.”180 
Collins rightly levels a strong critique of this essentialist approach. There are two 
serious weaknesses to Sanders’s approach. First, these essential themes of revelation and 
reversal can be found, not only in apocalypses but also in the entire prophetic corpus as well. 
One could place all of these texts, apocalyptic and prophetic, within a broader category of 
“revelatory literature.” A definition that does not properly distinguish between the books of 
Amos and 1 Enoch has deficiencies in any genre discussion. Second, it does not give proper 
consideration to the cosmological and mystical leanings that appear in some apocalypses—or 
other themes that appear in apocalypses.181  
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The Eclectic Approach: Comprehensive Diversity 
The eclectic approach seems to be the most effective approach of these four. The 
Society of Biblical Literature Genres Project presented a definition of the genre that drew 
from some of the other attempts. Serving as the chairman for this endeavor, John Collins 
presents the study as an attempt to salvage some order from what is a chaotic cacophony of 
study in this area. This endeavor attempts to see if this group of texts “shares a significant 
cluster of traits that distinguish them from other works.”182 He considers the genre to be a 
heuristic tool that can serve a two-fold purpose. The identification of this genre can serve to 
point to those features that are recurring in this literature. It can also serve to highlight 
distinctive features of these texts when they differ from the other texts in the group. The 
identification of this genre, Collins cautions, is not intended to reduce the genre to a 
simplified core; nor should the interpreter expect every apocalyptic text to have all of these 
features.183 
The fruit of this investigation was a Master Paradigm, a compilation of features for 
apocalypses. This paradigm consists of two main sections entailing the manner of revelation 
and the content, thereof. 184 
Manner of Revelation  
1. Medium by which the revelation is communicated  
1.1. Visual revelation in the form of :  
1.1.1. Visions, or  
1.1.2. Epiphanes (describing the apparition of the mediator)  
1.2. Auditory usually clarifies the visual by:  
1.2.1. Discourse (uninterrupted speech by mediator), or  
1.2.2. Dialogue (between mediator and recipient)  
1.3. Otherworldly journey, when the visionary travels through heaven, hell or remote 
regions beyond the normally accessible world.  
1.4. Writing (revelation contained in written document) 
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2. Otherwordly mediator communicates revelation  
3. The human recipient  
3.1. Pseudonymity  
3.2. Disposition of recipient (circumstances, emotions)  
3.3. Reaction of recipient (often awe and/or perplexity)  
Content of Revelation: Temporal Axis  
4. Protology (pre-history or beginning of history)  
4.1. Theogony and/ or Cosmogony (origin of God/Pleroma, and/or cosmos)  
4.2. Primoridal events having paradigmatic significance  
5. History, viewed as:  
5.1. Explicit recollection of the past, or  
5.2. Ex Eventu prophecy  
6. Present salvation through knowledge (in Gnostic texts)  
7. Eschatological crisis, in the form of  
7.1. Persecutioin, and/or  
7.2. Other eschatological upheavals (disturbing the order of nature or history)  
8. Eschatological judgment and/or destruction upon:  
8.1. The wicked, or the ignorant (Gnostic texts)  
8.2. The natural world  
8.3. Otherworldly beings  
9. Eschatological salvation, may involve:  
9.1. Cosmic transformation (renewal of entire world)  
9.2. Personal salvation  
9.2.1. Resurrection in bodily form, or  
9.2.2. Other forms of afterlife (such as exaltation to heaven with angels)  
Content of Revelation: Spatial Axis  
10. Otherworldly elements  
10.1. Otherworldly regions (described usually in otherworldly journeys)  
10.2. Otherworldly beings (angelic or demonic)  
Paraenesis  
11. Paranesis (by mediator to the recipient)  
Concluding Elements  
12. Instruction to the recipient  
13. Narrative conclusion  
 
From this master paradigm, the group formed a comprehensive definition of the genre:185  
 
Apocalypse  is a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, in which a 
revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient, disclosing a 
transcendent reality which is both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, 
and spatial insofar as it involves another, supernatural world.  
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With this definition, the group established the boundaries for the genre, making it easier to 
identify works that are apocalyptic. Though far from complete, this paradigm and definition 
afford the interpreter guidelines. A great strength to this work is that it enables an apocalypse 
to be distinguished from oracles, testaments, and revelatory dialogues which often contain 
eschatological elements but do not have within them the manner of revelation distinctive of 
apocalypses, as detailed by the above master paradigm.186  
Robert Webb praises the fact that this approach combines the strengths of the others, 
and hence refers to it as the eclectic approach. As with the traditionalist approach, this 
approach gives due attention to both form and content, and it also gives the proper emphasis 
to the role of revelation, as the literary and essentialist approach do.187 John Collins, who was 
a major architect of this definition, adds that the inner coherence of the genre paradigm is 
transcendence.188 
For David Hellholm, the definition still needs further emendation because it, in the 
form presented above, does not give enough attention to the function of an apocalypse. To 
remedy this deficiency, Hellholm adds the following to the definition:  
intended for a group in crisis with the purpose of exhortation and/ or consolation by means of 
divine authority.189  
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Partly as a response to this suggestion, Adela Yarbo Collins presents the following as an 
addition to the definition of an apocalypse: 
intended to interpret present earthly circumstances in light of the supernatural world and of 
the future, and to influence both the understanding and the behavior of the audience by means 
of divine authority.190 
 
 
 
The Nickelsburg Caution 
George Nickelsburg writes of a common mindset in scholarship. There is a tendency 
to assume that the original authors/ editors held to the contemporary “scholarly abstractions 
and heuristic categories.” With this perspective, it is possible to think that the authors of 
sapiential texts were highly concerned with making sure that their texts were truly of the 
wisdom genre and  did not exhibit some aspects of apocalyptic writings and vice versa. It is 
important to realize that such was not necessarily the case. These terms of apocalyptic and 
sapiential are scholarly attempts to carve a window into another time, place, and culture. 
These terms endeavor to transport contemporary audiences and interpreters back to the time 
of these authors and audiences. Nickelsburg gives a caution by saying, “It is imperative that 
the means not be construed as the end, or the window confused with the landscape.”191 
It is also easy for contemporary scholarship to over-emphasize the distinction and 
difference between these categories we have labeled wisdom and apocalyptic and to consider 
them mutually exclusive. In viewing one at the exclusion of the other, “we fail to see that in 
the world from which they have come to us, they were related parts of an organic whole.” I 
suggest that we heed the Nickelsburg caution. In what follows, I endeavor to demonstrate this 
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point: the “line of demarcation” between wisdom and apocalyptic (or at least our perceived 
line of demarcation between these two types of literature) is very permeable. We, therefore, 
see wisdom texts that exhibit apocalyptic characteristics/ thought and vice versa. We also see 
texts that are neither wisdom nor apocalyptic showing a confluence of both wisdom and 
apocalyptic.  
In what follows I have chosen texts from the Second Temple Period. I will argue that 
they exhibit a melding or clashing of apocalyptic and sapiential. I first examine the 
apocalyptic texts 1 Enoch, 2 Baruch, and 4 Ezra. Afterward, the attention then moves to the 
two epistles: James and Romans, followed by the wisdom texts: Wisdom of Solomon, 
4QInstruction, Job, and Sirach. The examination of these texts is intended to demonstrate 
that each of these nine texts is an example of a confluence of apocalyptic and sapiential.  
 
I Enoch192 
1 Enoch193 is an example of an apocalyptic text that shows evidence of wisdom 
influence—at least in the language, terminology, and literary forms the texts use. In this 
section I will highlight the expansive nature of “wisdom” in 1 Enoch as well as the presence 
of some features that have parallel usages in wisdom literature texts.  
The expansive and frequent use of the term/ concept “wisdom” in 1 Enoch is 
noteworthy. So important is 1 Enoch’s concept of wisdom that it almost replaces the role of 
the Mosaic Law. With the exception of a few references, 1 Enoch makes little mention of the 
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Mosaic covenant and Torah.194 The Law, and the proper interpretation thereof, appears in the 
text as revealed “wisdom.” Using language that is common in wisdom texts, the writers of 
the Enochic texts present human conduct as the choice between two ways.195 To walk on the 
path of uprightness is to obey the teachings or commandments. Not adhering to these 
teachings receives the description of “straying from the right path,196 walking on the path(s) 
of wickedness and violence or perverting the truth.” 197 The retribution for disobedience to 
these teachings, or wisdom, appears in sets of woes, which are similar to prophetic literature 
as well as wisdom texts such as Sirach.198  
In 1 Enoch, wisdom is inherently “primordial and eschatological,” four of the five 
portions of 1 Enoch speak about the eschatological manner in which the Enochic wisdom is 
received.199 The concept that wisdom comes from God and that its reception can only take 
place via revelation is foundational to 1 Enoch’s depiction of the Law and its understanding 
as Wisdom. This revelation occurred when the revered seer and sage “Enoch ascended to 
heaven,  received ‘wisdom,’ descended, wrote it in books, and gave these books to 
Methuselah and his sons for transmission to later generations.”200 It is noteworthy that this 
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revelation comes via Enoch and not through Moses, as the Pentateuch depicts. Instead of 
being centered on the Mosaic Torah, the text presents sacred texts, or the Enochic texts, 
“embodying the divine wisdom necessary for the salvation of those who live in the last 
times.”201 
Wisdom, in 1 Enoch, encompasses more than the Law; it also includes thoughts about 
the final judgment. These two are related because God will give rewards or judgments based 
upon how people responded to the divine laws.  Additionally, Enoch’s concept of wisdom 
has much to do with the structure of the cosmos. Nickelsburg, therefore, comments that 
“revealed wisdom is a comprehensive category that includes revelations about God’s will 
expressed in commandments and laws, about the blessings and curses…and about the world 
in which these are enacted.”202 
Not only is it expressed as a comprehensive category, but the word “wisdom” also 
appears at crucial junctures in 1 Enoch. The wisdom term parable203 appears in chapter 1, but 
the word “wisdom” does not. The wisdom similarities continue as Enoch, when he returns to 
the earth, records his revelations in a book that he refers to as “wisdom.” (82:2-3)204 Again 
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wisdom terminology appears giving a frame for the Epistle in 92:1205 and 104:12. The book 
of Parables takes the label, the vision of wisdom (37:1); the section commences with the 
words “the beginning of wisdom.” (37:2-3) Chapter 42, very similar to Sir 24, contains a 
poem that laments the fact that wisdom is not present but iniquity, its converse, is present.  
Robert Coughenour has done some work detailing the wisdom aspects of 1 Enoch. 
One of his emphases with this treatment is the appearance of the woe form in Enoch. One 
section where these woes occur is chapters 91-105, the fifth section of 1 Enoch. They often 
appear in series: chapters 94, 95, 96, 97, 98, 99, 100 followed by 103:5 and 8. These woe 
oracles often concern matters related to maintaining the social order. Some examples would 
include woes: against oppression, deceit, and wickedness (94:6); individuals who construct 
houses based on sin (94:7), and who have placed their trust in riches, borne false witness, 
practice injustice, and putting forth a false righteousness that does not come from the heart 
(96:4). Another example of a woe that condemns actions against the social order is a woe that 
condemns those who eat blood, which Deuteronomy forbids.206  
Certainly, the presence of these woes does not necessarily give evidence of a wisdom 
influence since concern for the social order was not isolated to one class; Coughenour 
concedes that one could consider these woes to be from a “legal, courtly, or popular 
setting.”207 One should note, however, that there are some aspects to these woes that point to 
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a specific influence. The concerns of these woes such as the greedy chasing of wealth, 
“oppression, and injustice” would seem to have a popular tone to them, warranting 
Nickelsburg’s suggestion that these woes come “from the same stratum of popular ethos as 
do the wisdom accounts.”208 In this wisdom-influenced context of 1 Enoch, these woes serve 
an educative purpose. They are to teach the readers that a life marked by injustice, 
immorality, false witness, and other vices contrary to the social order is a life that leads to 
death.209 
1 Enoch 1-5 stands as another example of the influence or presence of wisdom 
influence in this apocalyptic work. Chapters 2:1- 5:3 give an example of cosmic imagery. 
(Sir 43 is parallel to this passage.) “The works of heaven” and aspects of the earth receive 
attention particularly mentioning the two seasons and their results. The author points to this 
to demonstrate the orderliness with which God has created the earth. In light of the consistent 
orderliness of creation, the author, in 5:4, begins a strong denunciation of those who practice 
wickedness in disobedience to God. The section presents a wisdom observation on the 
orderliness of nature juxtaposed with a prophetic rebuke for humanity’s lake of consistency 
with God’s desires. To accomplish this odd combination, the author describes the created 
order by drawing from language and imagery common in the wisdom literature corpus.210 
1 Enoch also contains a semblance of the “fear of the Lord” wisdom motto. After the 
woe of chapters 94- 100, chapter 101 includes an encouragement for the audience to fear the 
Lord. 1 Enoch 101:9 reads, “Do not the sailors of the ships fear the sea? Yet the sinners do 
not fear the Most High.” The motto of Prov 1:9, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of 
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wisdom,” does not appear in those exact words, yet the essence of the wisdom motto does. 
The idea is that the sailors are surrounded by the handiwork of the Creator yet do not fear the 
Creator. In this apocalyptic text rich with wisdom allusions, the wisdom motto makes a 
veiled appearance.211 
To be fair to the text on its own terms, Elizabeth Johnson notes, wisdom appears in 
these texts very differently from the traditional wisdom corpus. One can find mention of 
salvific wisdom; the Book of Similitudes is titled “vision of wisdom” the ending of the Book 
of Heavenly Luminaries receives the label of revelation “wisdom.” The usual wisdom 
concern of cosmic order appears in the Book of Watchers and the Heavenly Luminaries. The 
messiah receives identification with wisdom in the Book of Similitudes. Moreover, wisdom 
has its location in heavenly mysteries. The goal of wisdom in 1 Enoch is not to lead one to a 
successful life on this earth but rather to unveil secrets of the cosmos such as “the future of 
the universe, cultic and calendrical specifications, and a particular slant on Torah 
interpretation.”212  
Even with all of the wisdom language and use of the term “wisdom,”1 Enoch, still 
maintains a mindset that is very similar to other apocalypses of this Second Temple Period. 
What is pertinent to the purpose of this chapter is that these similarities show, yet again, that 
the line of demarcation between apocalyptic and sapiential thought was not stark but very 
permeable. So permeable was this line that one can notice that 1 Enoch, a starkly apocalyptic 
work, contains wisdom language that has been immersed in apocalyptic thought.  
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 2 Baruch  
Drawing from the insightful work of Frederick Murphy213 on the sapiential elements 
in the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch, I argue that 2 Baruch is another example of a Second 
Temple Period text where apocalyptic and sapiential elements meld. For this examination I 
will point to the wisdom terminology of this apocalypse, the themes, and the wisdom mindset 
of the text.  
2 Baruch exhibits sapiential themes: the inscrutable ways of God, teachings 
considered to be life, and the fear of the Lord. The fact that humanity is unable to understand 
God’s ways is a staple of the wisdom perspective. This perspective has a strong presence in 2 
Baruch, such as in 44:6 and 54:12.214 Baruch receives much knowledge, but rather than being 
esoteric it is Law-centered knowledge. When the revelation knowledge has concluded 
Baruch says, “Who can comprehend Your understanding, or who can recount the thoughts of 
Your mind?” (75: 3-4) The divide between God and humanity, characteristic in wisdom, is 
firm in 2 Baruch.  Although such would be the same for 4 Ezra, it is different in this 
apocalypse. There is a divide between humanity and divinity, but Ezra receives direct 
revelation, esoteric knowledge, that makes him one of the elite (4 Ezra 14:26). The wisdom 
theme that God’s ways and knowledge are beyond humanity’s reach is present in 2 
Baruch.215 
                                                 
213
 Frederick J. Murphy, “Sapiential Elements in the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch,” The JQR 4 (1986): 
311-27. 
214
 John Collins writes of wisdom, “Two concepts are of cardinal importance, the human sense of limit 
and the recognition of cosmic order.” John  Collins, “The Biblical Precedent for Natural Theology,” JAAR  45 
(1977) Supplement B, 46. Von Rad points to this limitation of human knowledge as an important foundation. 
The wise give forth wise sayings as well as speak of the limitations of their wisdom. Von Rad writes, “In fact, 
wisdom becomes communicative…precisely at the point where such limits are experienced.” Gerhard von Rad, 
Wisdom in Israel (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1972), 97.  
215
 Murphy, “Sapiential Elements in the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch,” 320.  
82 
 
  
In wisdom literature, the sage is given instruction so that the adherents may have life. 
This same sapiential thought is present in 2 Baruch, such as in 45:2, “For, when you instruct 
them, you will make them alive.” Such identification also appears in wisdom texts such as 
Sir 17:11, 45:5. Additionally, the “fear of the Lord” figures prominently in 2 Baruch. In 2 
Baruch 44:7, “For when you endure and persevere in his fear and do not forget his Law, the 
time again will take a turn for the better for you.”  
In addition to emphasizing the sapiential themes in 2 Baruch, F. Murphy also 
addresses the wisdom terminology in the book. Each of these, by itself, would not make a 
convincing argument but the totality of observations points to the sapiential elements of this 
apocalyptic book of 2 Baruch.  
The word <kj “wisdom” occurs a total of twenty-one times in 2 Baruch.216 For this 
apocalyptic text, the concept of wisdom is similar to that found in Sir 24:23; wisdom has 
close identification with the Law and knowledge of Law is available to all. In 2 Baruch a 
central criterion for how people receive assessment is how well individuals followed the 
Law, which is the basis of wisdom. Two passages that convey this are chapters 44 and 51. 
Chapter 44:15 says, “They who have gained for themselves treasuries of wisdom, and stores 
of understanding are found with them, and from mercy they have not departed, and they have 
guarded the truth of the Law.” Chapter 51:3 says, “Those who now have been justified in My 
Law. These are they who possessed understanding in their life, and these are they who 
planted the root of wisdom in their heart.” The wicked are those who “rejected My Law, and 
stopped up their ears so that they might not hear wisdom or receive understanding.” (51:4) 
Everyone has access to wisdom, which is not esoteric but has its focus upon the Law.217 
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The word bvj “think” occurs a total of twenty-nine times in 2 Baruch. Murphy 
categorizes the occurrences along the following lines: The divine thought resulting in 
creation, humanity’s insufficient intelligence in comparison to God’s intelligence, and 
Baruch’s own thinking as the narrative progresses. The first portion is of particular 
importance. A preoccupation with creation is commonplace for wisdom texts. It is, thus, 
peculiar to note how many times the idea of creation appears in 2 Baruch. Referring to God’s 
act of creation, the word arb occurs nineteen times and dbu twenty-three times. Baruch’s 
prayers, as well, feature the concept of creation in chapters 21, 48, and 54. The text ascribes 
the title “Creator” or “Maker” to God four times (14:15, 17:4, 44:4, and 48: 46).218  
The creation theme is common in wisdom texts, but outside of the wisdom texts the 
creation theme usually appears to stress the strength and sovereignty of God—contra God’s 
intelligence. 2 Baruch emphasizes God’s creation not to stress God’s strength and 
sovereignty but God’s thought, such as in 14:17, 56:3, and 4:3.219  
There is also a clear separation in 2 Baruch between the righteous and the wicked. In 
fact, there is a definite portrayal of the fact that the righteous experience adversity while the 
wicked experience prosperity. To be sure, this dichotomy is present in apocalyptic literature 
as well. What is distinctly sapiential about this feature in 2 Baruch, according to Murphy,220 
is that the distinctive about the righteous is the wisdom they follow and distinctive about the 
wicked is the fact that they do not have wisdom.221  
Another sapiential feature in 2 Baruch is the role that Baruch serves. Murphy 
highlights this role by contrasting it with that of 4 Ezra. Baruch receives information from 
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God for the purpose of teaching it to others who will, in turn, teach the larger populous. This 
is contrary to 4 Ezra where the revelation that Ezra receives is not for everyone but only for 
the wise. In chapters 45:1-2, Baruch addresses the teachers who must continue the work, 
“You, therefore, admonish the people as much as you can. For this is our work. For if you 
instruct them, you will make them live.” Baruch sees himself as one of the instructors who 
must teach the people in order that they may live. Furthermore, 77:1 shows that Baruch is to 
share this teaching with all of the people “from the greatest to the smallest.” The fact that 
Baruch is also seen as a father by the people adds to the wisdom aspect of this text.222 
After examining the terminology and themes, the question still remains: does 2 
Baruch demonstrate an apocalyptic or sapiential means of thinking? The comments of J. 
Collins are helpful in this determination. He writes, “While sapiential revelation is immanent, 
and is channeled through the natural human processes of thought, apocalyptic revelation is 
ecstatic, and conferred from outside.” 223 Collins also notes that unlike wisdom texts 
apocalyptic texts “are written in an unequivocally mythological mode.”224 To the 
aforementioned question, an examination of the text will show that 2 Baruch 21:13-17 
exhibits a sapiential manner of thinking. Murphy points out that these verses do not express 
the revelation in the manner typical of apocalyptic literature; these verses exhibit five 
consecutive proverbs, which is a sapiential characteristic. The expectation that the evil of this 
present time will experience an ultimate crushing, in the consummation of history, is an 
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apocalyptic expectation. 2 Baruch 21:31-17, conversely, presents a different path to this 
expected end. This end will be a consummation via sapiential means (human reasoning) 
instead of solely special revelation, as is the case in apocalyptic literature.225 One can, 
therefore, see that 2 Baruch is another example of an apocalyptic text that exhibits wisdom 
characteristics. Again, wisdom and apocalyptic thought meld.  
 
4 Ezra 
John Collins has identified the apocalyptic features of 4 Ezra. In his seminal article in 
Semeia 14, Collins identifies some qualities of 4 Ezra.226 He first identifies the manner of 
revelation that appears in 4 Ezra. There are visions, discourses, an otherworldly mediator, 
pseudonymity, disposition of the recipient, and the reaction of the recipient.  
In what follows I shall, drawing from the works of Michael Knibb227 and Daniel 
Harrington, demonstrate ways in which apocalyptic and sapiential thought meld in this 
apocalypse of 4 Ezra. I will address three examples, the first dialogue found in 3:1- 5:20, a 
panoramic view of visions228 4, 5, and 6, and some comments on how the text draws from 
Job and chapter 14. 
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One example of similarities of both wisdom and apocalyptic is in the first dialogue of 
3:1- 5:20. Questions arise that exceed the boundaries of human understanding as well as 
conventional wisdom. Uriel’s questions to Ezra demonstrate the limitation of understanding 
as Uriel asks Ezra to “weigh for me the weight of fire, or measure for me a blast of wind, or 
call back for me the day that is past” (4:5) Ezra’s understanding of these comes via divine 
revelation. Uriel does use the device of the parable to assist in crossing the chasm of 
understanding. (This parable form appears in both wisdom and apocalyptic texts.) In 4:13- 
21, after hearing Uriel recount the tale of the forest of trees of the plain along with the waters 
of the sea, Ezra admits that each should remain in the established boundary each has been 
given and, therefore, admits to the line of demarcation between earthly questions and 
heavenly ones.229 
The schema present in the book of Daniel also appears in Visions 4, 5, and 6. Upon 
reception of a vision or dream, the seer requests assistance in comprehending it. Through an 
angelic being (or God) understanding comes to the seer unveiling how the dream or vision 
sheds understanding on both the present and the future. Daniel uses the word raz or mystery 
and pesher to speak of the solution. 4 Ezra does not use these terms but the raz/ pesher idea 
is present. From this pattern, it is evident that true wisdom is something esoteric; the seer 
must have a divine revelation to access it. 230 
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Knibb begins his treatment of 4 Ezra at the last chapter, 14. It is here that Ezra’s role 
is portrayed in different ways; he has the role of both Second Moses and lawgiver. Ezra also 
appears as having similarities to a prophet. He gives himself to the restoration of the law. 
Before this can occur he must receive inspiration to dictate the law to the five who are with 
him. This inspiration that takes place in vss. 38-41 is akin to Ezekiel when he delivered 
prophetic utterances. Ezra receives inspiration by drinking from a cup (Ezekiel received 
inspiration by eating a scroll (see Ezek 2: 8-3: 3)). From this similarity it is likely that Ezra is 
seen as a prophet.231 Having drunk from the cup, Ezra is now endowed with wisdom and 
understanding. The book, therefore, relates the apocalyptic writings using wisdom verbiage. 
(See vss. 45b- 47.) 
Two points are salient here. Ezra has great concern for the general population but the 
apocalyptic writings are specifically for the wise; vss. 13 and 26 appear to make this 
differentiation. This intended audience of the wise also gives a hint as to the sociological 
setting of the apocalypse; this is an educated audience and not the general populace.232 
Secondly, a reading of 4 Ezra 14:45-48 would suggests that these apocalyptic writings were 
either considered to be wisdom or at the very least had wisdom within them.  
Other portions of 4 Ezra, Knibb notes, attest to these two points. He observes the 
similarities between 4 Ezra and the book of Job. Considering the similarities with the 
wisdom text of Job, both books address the similar issue of theodicy but approach it 
differently. In both books, there is much dialogue to process the quandary. For both, the 
dialogue is ineffective at solving the problem and answering the questions, which paves the 
way for the divine revelation addressing the issue. Knibb also notes the close parallels of 4 
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Ezra 4: 7-8 and Job 38: 16-18. The manner in which the angel begins the speeches is also 
reminiscent of the beginning of the wisdom teacher.233  
An examination of this book, and particularly chapter 14, reveals that the intended 
audience was for the specific group of the wise. Ezra, therefore, is not a popular book but one 
of learned reflection and revelation intended for the educated circle of the wise. Caution is 
also warranted, as the interpreter also acknowledges that the author of 4 Ezra is certainly 
writing for a different audience than those of the Old Testament wisdom books.234 As 
demonstrated above, 4 Ezra employs some rhetorical devices common to wisdom literature, 
yet is still an apocalypse in the line of Daniel. The text, Harrington writes, “[p]resents 
apocalyptic or revealed wisdom.”235  
 Now, I will address two epistles that are neither apocalyptic nor sapiential. Products 
of the Second Temple Period, James and Romans both exhibit a confluence of apocalyptic 
and sapiential. This examination furthers my argument that these two genres were not 
completely separate in the minds of authors of this time.  
 
The Epistle of James 
The Epistle of James stands as another example of a text written in the Second 
Temple Period that melds together elements of wisdom thought and form with elements of 
apocalyptic thought.  In this section, I will demonstrate how James employs the Jewish 
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wisdom tradition in his text. Secondly, I will address the apocalyptic eschatology present in 
the book.236 
James’s epistle shows a dependence on and development of Jewish wisdom tradition. 
This dependence is the root of the ethical dimension in James; this reliance on wisdom also 
appears in the use of literary forms such as wisdom sayings, wisdom admonitions, and 
beatitudes.  
Wisdom sayings utilize experience and give advice based on these experiences; there 
are many of these wisdom sayings in the book of James. Two examples are Jas 2:13 and 
3:18. “For judgment will be without mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy; mercy 
triumphs over judgment.” (Jas 2:13) Frequently James uses wisdom sayings to strengthen an 
argument at the conclusion of a pericope. Such is the case in 3:18, “And a harvest of 
righteousness is sown in peace for those who make peace.” With this concluding wisdom 
saying, the text bolsters the main point of the passage: wisdom brings about righteousness, 
exemplified by peace.237 
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Pattrick Hartin also outlines the use of wisdom admonitions in James. Wisdom 
admonitions summon the hearer to obey the advice given. Additionally there is often a reason 
given for the hearer to obey this advice. Three examples of how James uses this type of 
wisdom discourse are: 1:2; 1:19-27; and 5:20. In 1:2; the author gives the wisdom 
admonition, “My brothers and sisters, whenever you face trails of any kind, consider it 
nothing but joy.” This admonition is followed by another in 1:4, “And let endurance have its 
full effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking in nothing.” A further wisdom 
admonition appears in 1:5, “If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask God, who gives to all 
generously and ungrudgingly, and it will be given you.” Yet another admonition appears in 
1:6, “But ask in faith, never doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea, driven 
and tossed by the wind.”  A number of wisdom admonitions appear in 1:19-27 and they find 
their base in a threefold saying, “Let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to 
anger.”238  The ending of the letter contains a number of wisdom admonitions that deal with 
abstaining from oaths, the exhortation to pray, and James brings these to conclusion with 
5:20 “You should know that whoever brings back a sinner from wandering will save the 
sinner’s soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins.” Hartin observes that a twofold 
perspective is apparent in these wisdom admonitions. These admonitions stress the type of 
life that the hearers should live in the present. Additionally, there is a gaze to the future 
salvation. Hartin writes, “The worldview of wisdom has been broadened to include the 
eschatological dimension.”239 
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The Beatitude, a form of wisdom literature, also appears in James. When compared to 
its appearance in the Old Testament, its appearance in the New Testament confers a blessing 
in the future eschaton rather than in this present life. Two examples of the beatitude appear in 
Jas 1:12 and 1:25. 240 In 1:12, “Blessed is anyone who endures temptation. Such a one has 
stood the test and will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love 
him.” The dominant tone in this verse is one of an eschatological perspective. Hartin writes, 
“An eschatological correlative is evident here: the blessedness projected onto the future 
stands in opposite correlation to what is experienced in the present.”241  
 Another example appears in 1:25, “But those who look into the perfect law, the law 
of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act—they will be 
blessed [makarioj] in their doing.” This verse is not in a beatitude form but makarioj occurs 
in a descriptive form. The hearers’ present actions will bring future blessings. In both of 
these examples, the promised eschatological blessing serves as the motivation for the present 
lifestyle. Hartin argues that an eschatological worldview has been infused into the traditional 
wisdom worldview.242  
 The above observations show the dependence on Jewish wisdom literature that James 
possesses. Matt Jackson-McCabe has commented on the apocalyptic eschatology present in 
James; the eschatological dimensions of James’s exhortations have more affinity with Jewish 
apocalyptic literature than the wisdom tradition. Absent from the text are the otherworldly 
journeys, history divided into periods, or the dreams, visions, and revelations present in 
Jewish apocalyptic literature. John Collins describes the apocalyptic worldview as 
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“distinguished primarily by the increased importance attached to supernatural agents and a 
world beyond this one, and by the increased judgment and vindication beyond death.”243 In 
James, Jackson-MaCabe writes, both of these characteristics have a prominent place in the 
underlying worldview; he exhorts the readers in view of the imminent parousia of the Lord 
when God will judge the evil presently in the world.244 
 As to worldview, James views the cosmos as existing between two poles: good and 
evil. In the wisdom literature of the Old Testament the dualism is between the “wise” and the 
“fool.”  James, taking this dichotomy much further, expresses a choice between God and the 
world for he says in 4:4, “Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with 
God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God.” The 
choice is essentially a choice between God and the devil, and for this reason James in 4:7 
exhorts his readers to submit to God and resist the devil.245  
 The relationship between this understanding of the cosmos and human ethics emerges 
in James’s exhortations on wisdom. He speaks of wisdom that is from above and from God; 
this wisdom brings about proper ethical behavior. There are those, however, who exhibit a 
behavior that is selfish, jealous, and divisive, and every foul deed; this behavior stems from a 
wisdom that is demonic (instead of from God) and earthly (instead of from above).246 
Jackson-McCabe asserts, “The world is in general a source of impurity, the avoidance of 
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which, along with an active concern for the socially disadvantaged who suffer under the 
present circumstances, is at the very heart of James’s conception of “true religion.”247 
 The solution to this cosmic quandary is in an imminent divine intervention into time 
and space, bringing about the ultimate triumph of good over evil. James refers to this event as 
the parousia tou kuriou. Similar to apocalyptic literature texts of this period, James considers 
his audience and himself to be living on the precipice of history’s consummation. This event 
will overturn the present situation in the world: “the rich” will be abased and the “meek” will 
be lifted (1:9-10; 5:1). The rich will experience a “day of slaughter” (5:5) as they and their 
dealings are destroyed (1:11). The poor, however, will inherit the kingdom for God has 
chosen them. 248  
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The co-existence of sapiential and apocalyptic features, as Jackson-McCabe rightly 
concludes, is a noteworthy and integrated confluence in this text. James’s ethical teaching 
comes forth immersed with an expectation of an imminent appearing of the Lord who will 
issue divine judgment. For James, wisdom results in the proper ethical behavior and is 
antithetical to the self-serving disposition of the demonic wisdom of this world. The driving 
force for James, like apocalyptic texts of this time, is the imminent arrival of the kingdom. In 
light of this reality, the primary charge to the believers is to patiently await the kingdom and 
be strong (5:7-8); this anticipation evokes the charge to “resist the devil” and follow after the 
“wisdom from above.” I, therefore, add James to my list of texts that demonstrate a melding 
of apocalyptic and sapiential.  
 
Romans 
In her insightful work E. Elizabeth Johnson speaks of Paul’s use of both the wisdom 
tradition and apocalyptic tradition in Rom 9-11.  In examining Rom 11:33-36, she notes that 
the scholarly literature notes how Paul could be in one tradition or the other but does not 
entertain the possibility that he resides in both; the research points to considering Paul as a 
sage or as a seer but does not consider the possibility of both. She argues that Rom 9- 11 
displays a wisdom and apocalyptic confluence.249  
It must be said that Rom 9-11 is part of a letter and does not fit the description of an 
apocalypse or wisdom book. The style of the argument is more fitting for philosophical 
teachers than for sages or visionaries. Yet Johnson does recognize within it various motifs 
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from both sapiential and apocalyptic literature.250  I shall first address the apocalyptic 
elements of the text followed by the wisdom elements.  
 
Apocalyptic Influence 
Two themes that suggest apocalyptic influence are the theme of mystery and the 
fullness of Israel and the Gentiles. In Rom 9-11 Paul’s thoughts center on the present 
situation and future of Israel; such is also a centerpiece in apocalypses such as 4 Ezra and 2 
Baruch. In both of these latter books, the concern of the historical threat to Israel is assuaged 
by information via a revelation. For Paul this revelation that addresses his concern for Israel 
is described in 11:25 as a heavenly musth,rion. What is fundamentally in question is whether 
or not God has rejected his people (see Rom 11:1). Paul in Rom 11:25-26 answers the 
question with, “Lest you be wise in your own conceits, I want you to understand this 
mystery, brethren. A hardening has come upon part of Israel until the full number of the 
Gentiles come in, and so all Israel will be saved.”251 The previously mentioned apocalypses 4 
Ezra and 2 Baruch also face a situation where the tenuous nature of national survival brings 
into question if God is still committed to his elect.252  
Paul speaks about the fullness of Israel and also of the Gentiles. In like manner both 4 
Ezra and 2 Baruch espouse the idea of the ‘full number’ of elect that must come before the 
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eschaton sees fruition.253 Other apocalyptic texts also express this idea that the repentance of 
all of Israel is a prelude to the eschaton.254 
E. Johnson points to vocabulary in Rom 9-11 that she argues carry the influence of 
apocalyptic thought, both generally as well as specifically in Paul’s writings. These words 
are: do,xa, sw,zw, zwh, and musth,rion. 
In the respect to the term do,xa, the vessels spoken of in Rom 9: 23 are prepared for 
do,xa, or specifically the eschatological do,xa tou qeou. (5:2)255 This eschatological hope is, in 
fact, the ultimate apocalyptic vindication that the redeemed will share with the sovereign 
Lord.256 
In the respect to the term sw,zw , Johnson argues that the salvation vocabulary (sw,zw, 
swthri,a)  additionally attests to Paul’s apocalyptic mindset in Rom 9-11.  Salvation, for 
Paul, has a profoundly futuristic element to it. With the death and resurrection of Christ as 
the foundation for salvation, the parousia of the Lord is the consummation of it.257  
With regard to the term zwh,  Paul’s phrase of  zwh, evk nekrwn in 11:15 is evidence of 
his belief that the faith of (some of) the Gentiles, the disbelief of Israel, and the fulfillment of 
salvation are distinctive features of the consummation of history. Although Israel’s present 
refusal of the divine gift of salvation has meant the world’s reconciliation, Israel’s acceptance 
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of the gift will result in “life from the dead.”258 Paul describes this life as zwh, aiw,nion (see 
Rom 2:7; 5:21; 6:22, 23; Gal 6:8); God gives life to that which was dead. This multifaceted 
concept is abundantly present in Jewish apocalyptic literature, particularly in the concept of 
resurrection from the dead.259  
Concerning the term musth,rion, David Aune writes, “The term ‘mystery’ is virtually 
a technical term in early Jewish and early Christian apocalyptic and prophetic texts.” 260 
Johnson notes that this section of Romans mirrors thoughts expressed in 1 Enoch.261  
 
Wisdom Influence 
The evidence of a wisdom tradition influence in Rom 9-11 is not as plentiful as the 
apocalyptic influence. One passages that Johnson points to as showing the influence of the 
sapiential tradition is 9:20-23. Additionally, she points to the fact that these three chapters, 
which end with a wisdom hymn, seek to answer a question of balance and order.262 
Rom 9: 20, E. Johnson argues, shows indications that Paul draws from Isaiah 29:16 
but employs it in a manner reflective of the influence of the wisdom tradition as seen in Wis 
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15:7 and Sir 33:13. She argues that the first half of the verse comes from Isaiah 29:16. The 
point of Isaiah 29:16 is that the clay is subject to the sovereignty of the potter. It cannot and 
would not ask the potter why the potter has made it or declare that the potter did not make 
it.263  
Similarly, another prophetic voice, Jer 18:1-11 also paints a similar picture to 
communicate that God (the potter) is free to do what God wills to do with the clay (Israel). 
The difference between these prophetic voices and Rom 9: 20 is that these prophetic voices 
do not speak of two kinds of vessels as appears in Rom 9. Two kinds of vessels and this 
imagery of a potter appear in the wisdom texts of Wis 15:7and Sir. 33:13.264  
Looking at the differences between these prophetic and wisdom texts is instructive. 
The two prophetic texts paint a picture of the potter with one pot and emphasize that it would 
be ridiculous for the pot to defy the potter. The two wisdom texts address an entirely 
different issue from that of the prophetic ones and highlight the difference between two 
different kinds of people or vessels. Johnson, therefore, notes that what is at work here in 
Rom 9: 20 is Paul drawing from the prophetic text of Isa 29:16 and baptizing it the sapiential 
development of these two wisdom texts (Wis 15:7 and Sir 33:13) in order to further his 
argument. This is done to address the critical quandary of this passage; the crucial issue 
under consideration here is the freedom of God “to elect some and not others.”265   
This entire section of Rom 9- 11 and its argumentation has the purpose of addressing 
a query of balance and order. It is, thus, similar to the agenda of sapiential writers. Johnson 
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writes, “The musthrion which supplies the conclusion, like the heavenly secrets of the 
apocalypses, is part of God’s wisdom.”266 There are a number of examples where wisdom 
literature exhibits a concern for the balance and order within this life. In like manner Paul, in 
this section, struggles with God’s dealings with both Israel and the Gentiles, a concern for 
balance and order which is “cosmic, historical, and moral.”267 His repeated point is that both 
Jews and Gentiles are sinners who need to receive justification by faith; they, therefore, have 
the same status before the Almighty. The problem remains that Jews are not receiving this 
message but Gentiles are.  The apostle, thus, finds his argument in a predicament because the 
tension of God showing impartiality yet also showing faithfulness to Israel must receive a 
response. Paul’s response is that this imbalance is the result of God’s master plan; God has a 
purpose in salvation history for both Jew and Gentile to fulfill, leading to a restoration which 
will take place in heaven. There is a theological necessity for the  plnrwma of both Israel and 
the Gentiles for Paul’s argument to be valid. For Johnson, “Rom 9-11 are driven by a concern 
for the integrity and consistency of God.”  
By themselves, these points in Johnson’s argument are not completely convincing of 
a wisdom influence. When taken in the context of Paul’s likely dependence on the wisdom 
tradition in other portions of Romans, however, these points have more potency. I, therefore, 
agree with Johnson’s argument for a confluence of wisdom and apocalyptic thought in Rom 
9- 11.  
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The Book of Job 
Many characteristics in the book of Job warrant its label of wisdom literature, 268 and 
scholars have also noted its apocalyptic features. John Collins has written that Job “has the 
greatest affinities with apocalyptic.”269 Collins contends that like apocalypses, Job captures a 
situation where the expectations of the order seems elusive and God’s speech from the 
whirlwind addresses this dilemma. Similarly Christopher Rowland has stated in his work that 
“the whole structure of Job offers an embryonic form of the later apocalypses.”270 
In his dissertation, Timothy Johnson271 takes the intimation of these scholars one step 
further and suggests that Job takes the form of a “nascent apocalypticism.” He makes this 
argument drawing heavily from the master paradigm that the Society of Biblical Literature’s 
Genre Project formulated in Semeia 14. 272 In what follows, I draw from Johnson’s argument 
for Job as proto-apocalypse. In so doing, I will point to another text, whose final composition 
is possibly in the Second Temple period, which exhibits qualities of both apocalyptic thought 
and wisdom thought. 
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Timothy Johnson also utilizes the definition for an apocalypse proffered by the SBL 
study group, from which the master paradigm arose. Where would the divine revelation be in 
Job? Johnson notes that most would see the whirlwind as an example of divine revelation. 
The book is written in a narrative form and the revelation arrives from God—directly without 
a mediator. The one who receives the revelation, like in apocalypses, is indeed a human: Job. 
Johnson correctly notes that the only item that, at first, seems to be absent from Job would be 
the element of eschatological salvation. (He does make this argument via an examination on 
the tradition in the interpretation of Job.)  
 
Section One: Medium by which the revelation is communicated  
Johnson points to three revelations in the book to demonstrate Job’s fulfillment of this 
section of the master paradigm. First he mentions Eliphaz’s vision in 4:17-21.273Although 
Eliphaz does not make a journey to another world, the text does show that the experience 
incorporated a number of senses. He hears a voice and feels the result of the experience with 
trembling, his bones shaking, and the hair of his flesh bristling, according to vss. 14-16.274  
A second revelation would be Job 28; it serves as a theophany. The argument at this 
point is not as convincing although worthy of consideration. A third revelation is God’s 
speeches from the whirlwind, the book’s quintessential revelation. Visual and auditory 
components take the form of both discourse and dialogue.275 
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Section Two: Otherworldly Mediator Communicates Revelation   
Johnson identifies Job 4: 12-21 as a use of a mediator in the book of Job. Although it 
is not certain who the mediator is, the content of the message is discernible. Cyril S. Rodd 
also sees a mediator in this passage and writes, “The essential point is that what Eliphaz 
meets is a messenger from God with a revelation for him.”276 This phenomenon is strange for 
wisdom.  
 
Section Three: The human recipient  
John Collins has written, “In all Jewish apocalypses the human recipient is a 
venerable figure from the distant past, whose name is used pseudonymously.”277 Although 
Johnson argues that the revelation goes to Job in each of the three narratives, the most 
convincing observation is that of Job 38-41, the portion known as YHWH speeches. After 
God speaks, Job’s response is one of humbled awe and repentance (42:6).278  
As to the subject of pseudonymity, Johnson contends that this feature also applies to 
the book of Job. There are some scholars who consider Job to have been an actual person279 
(but there are some who consider the character to be a fabrication for literary purposes.)280 
Marvin Pope, however, asserts that “Job” was a frequent name in the 2nd millennium B.C.E. 
and that there very well may have been a venerable figure who was named Job.281 
Considering that the consensus that the final form of editing is the result of later editing, 
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Johnson concludes, “It is possible to conceive of a story that either embellishes the sufferings 
of an ancient legend or affixes the name of such a legend to this story.”282  
 
Section Four: Protology (pre-history or beginning of history)  
Johnson points to at least three portions of Job that exhibit this characteristic: 4: 17b, 
28: 23-28, and 38-41. In 4:17b, Eliphaz presents the query, “Can human beings be pure 
before their Maker?” The image of humanity at creation is the foundation of this question, 
and, thus, is reminiscent of humanity’s primordial relationship with God. Likewise, Job 28: 
23-28 speaks about the primordial process in which God presents wisdom. The theophanic 
revelations of Job 38- 41 are some of the most significant revelations of creation in the Old 
Testament.283 
 
Section Five: History, viewed as explicit recollection of the past  
Johnson notes this would not seem to apply to Job at the interpreter’s first glance. 
Yet, all three revelations contain an element of recounting creation’s beginning point. In 
Eliphaz’s vision this recounting is from the vantage point of human-divine relationship. In 
Job 28, this reflection occurs in the context of the wisdom-divine relationship. In the divine 
speeches of Job 38-41, this reflective view is in the theophany and the details of creation and 
order within it.284  
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Section Six: Present salvation through knowledge (as in Gnostic texts)  
Although the book of Job is not a Gnostic text, Johnson does argue that the 
revelations in Job 28 and divine speeches give knowledge that Job did not previously 
possess. As a result of this knowledge Job is able to navigate successfully the present or 
subsequent situation. For example, after the revelation in Job 28 that wisdom cannot be 
located within humans, Job is positioned to reject the rhetoric that comes from his friends. As 
well, after the divine speeches and the revelation thereof Job gains new insight about God—
evident in Job’s admission that he did not fully understand prior to the revelation.285  
 
Section Seven: Eschatological Crisis  
Johnson readily admits that eschatological crisis as it appears in apocalyptic texts is 
not present in Job, but the book does portray a “cosmological crisis.” Johnson concludes that 
“it is not hard to argue that the principles of ‘persecution’ and ‘upheaval’ that mark an 
‘eschatological crisis’ are present in Job.”286 
Although different from the persecution of apocalyptic literature, Job does experience 
persecution. Job, unaware of its source, receives persecution from the Satan as the prologue 
points out the cosmic wager between God and the adversary. Job also receives persecution 
from his wife who counsels him to curse God and die in Job 2:9. Furthermore, the three 
friends and Elihu persecute Job in their accusations based on limited knowledge.287  
Not only does Job receive this persecution but his experience amounts to a cosmic 
crisis for him as it results in potentially overturning the standing view of wisdom. Job has 
followed the path of wisdom and now experiences the upheaval of his personal history, as he 
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has lost the people dear to him, his possessions, and his prestige. He now regrets the day of 
his birth (Job 3:3). This cosmic crisis also results in Job’s doubt concerning his theology of 
retribution. That which was once a foundation and interwoven into the fabric of worldview 
and life has now unraveled.288  
 
Section Eight: Eschatological Judgment  
Again, Johnson admits that the element of eschatological judgment as it appears in 
apocalyptic, is not readily apparent in the book of Job, yet he makes an argument. The most 
convincing portion of his argument has to do with the judgment that appears in the 
theophanic whirlwind speeches. Leo Perdue posits that the theophanic judgment is similar to 
that found in ANE combat myths. The Behemoth, Leviathan, and the ungodly have received 
judgment from God and now Job is the recipient. For Perdue, “Theophanic judgment, 
depicted in YHWH’s coming in the whirlwind, serves as the controlling image for the two 
speeches.”289  
 
Section Nine: Eschatological salvation 
Job experiences a personal salvation in the epilogue when he receives twice as much 
as he had before. One must, however, state that the book of Job in MT obviously does not 
have an instance of eschatological salvation. This element of the paradigm does not appear in 
the book.290  
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Section Ten: Otherworldly elements  
Johnson shows points of intersection between the book of Job and the master 
paradigm particularly concerning the number of “otherworldly regions [or] beings” in the 
text. The first and most obvious portion that would demonstrate otherworldly elements would 
be in Job 1:6 where the reader faces the “heavenly beings” and “Satan. The reader is at once 
transported to God’s heavenly court. Johnson notes that the plotline of the book launches 
both from the otherworldly places and the interaction that takes place among these 
otherworldly beings.291 The YHWH speeches also exhibit traits of otherworldliness, 
particularly when one considers the theophany and the many examples from primordial 
creation, the afterlife, and elements of astronomy.292  
Johnson points to Job 38:7 and the singing of “morning stars” (rqb ykkwk) and the 
delight of “all heavenly beings” (<yhla ynb-lk) present at the creation of the earth. 
Speaking of the afterlife, the text says in 38:17, “Have the gates of death been revealed (hlg) 
to you, or have you seen the gates of deep darkness?” The question in 38:19 inquires about 
the dwelling of light and darkness, both astronomical marvels.293  
 
Section Eleven: Paraenesis  
The best candidate for a paraenesis, which is the element that provides ethical 
exhortations and warning from the mediator to the recipient, is in Job 40:2. This verse is an 
example of an ethical admonition as it declares, “Shall a faultfinder contend with the 
Almighty, anyone who argues with God must respond.”  Although this may be the only 
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candidate in the book of Job, this does not mortally wound Johnson’s argument because 
Collins asserts that the paraenesis is not frequent in apocalypses, only appearing in a few 
Christian apocalypses.294  
 
Section Twelve: Instructions to the Recipient  
Johnson points to Eliphaz as the recipient of the instructions in 42:8. (These 
instructions appear after God’s revelation and form a crucial portion of the concluding 
framework of the book.)  There has been scholarly consternation as to why Eliphaz would be 
the recipient of such instruction. It is fitting, however, that Eliphaz would receive the 
instruction because the first revelation in the book came to him.295  
 
Section Thirteen: Narrative Conclusion 
 The narrative element of the text is without dispute; both the prologue and epilogue 
are in this form. John Collins writes, “There is always a narrative framework in which the 
manner of revelation is described.”296  
 My purpose in this section is not to argue Johnson’s generic label of nascent 
apocalypse, but rather to marshal the observations of such an argument to evidence that there 
is, in fact, a melding of apocalyptic and sapiential thought in the book of Job. This text, 
whose completion took place in the Second Temple period, is another example of apocalyptic 
and sapiential melding.  
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Wisdom of Solomon 
Shannon Burkes297 argues that the Wisdom of Solomon is in the form of sapiential 
literature but also exhibits apocalyptic views.298 Drawing from Burkes, I will address the 
appearance of the concept of death in the Wisdom of Solomon and how this usage points to a 
melding of sapiential and apocalyptic.  
Burkes writes, “in spite of its suggestive title, many people have recognized that 
Wisdom of Solomon has a peculiarly chameleon-like quality that frustrates 
categorization.”299 Although the book does not fit the form of an apocalypse nor possess the 
supernatural mindset that such a genre would have, there are discernible points of the 
apocalyptic worldview present in the text. The presence of this apocalyptic worldview is 
accentuated by the fact that these elements differ from previous wisdom literature writings. 
The book, therefore, possesses distinct similarities with the apocalyptic texts in terms of its 
assumptions and expectations of the universe. This peculiarity, Burkes suggests, is due to the 
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wisdom tradition experiencing a transformation. She writes, “The earlier sapiential literary 
form is now being used as a vehicle for apocalyptic ideas, and such reuse can create in the 
reader a sense of incongruity.”300  
The book’s concept of death, Burke argues, is an effective entry into the apocalyptic 
worldview expressed in Wisdom of Solomon. Death receives the strongest attention in the 
first section of the book chapters 1-5.301 It is here that the book shares the idea that death is 
not necessarily the retribution for sin. This sentiment stands in contrast to not only 
Deuteronomic theology but also the book of Proverbs and Ezekiel.302 The author utilizes a 
situation in 2:12-20 to bring out the teaching on death: the fact that a righteous individual, 
who has stood against his oppressors because they disobey the law, has suffered torture and 
death. This provides a challenge for the author because he now finds himself going against a 
well-established tradition that considered the sudden-death of an individual to be the result of 
divine judgment.303  
The author broadens the discussion from the mere fact that individuals suffer death 
for obeying the commandments. In four verses, the author declares that death is not a 
creation of God and that God does not take delight in death for all things were made to live 
and are void of the poison of death. He also declares that Hades does not reside on earth and 
that death’s presence and activity among humanity is because the ungodly summoned and 
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formed a covenant with death (1:13-16). Moreover 2:23-24 says that God created humanity 
to experience incorruption.304  
In the struggle to balance strict monotheism alongside divine justice, Burkes argues, 
the author gives deference to divine justice by easing the stress on strict monotheism. This 
observation would be valid if one entertains the possibility that God did not create death 
which would mean that “death would seem to be a power independent of divine will and an 
outsider to creation, able to operate in the world contrary to God’s own wishes for living 
creatures.”305  
This understanding stands contra Deut 32:39, “See now that I, even I, am he; there is 
no god besides me. I kill and I make alive; I wound and I heal; and no one can deliver from 
my hand.” In this statement there is a monotheistic perspective on everything that happens. It 
is this monotheistic explanation for all events that particularly causes Job bewilderment and, 
thus, sting him to say, “It is all one; therefore I say, he destroys both the blameless and the 
wicked. When disaster brings sudden death, he mocks at the calamity of the innocent. The 
earth is given into the hand of the wicked; he covers the faces of its judges—if it is not he, 
who then is it?” (Job 9: 22-24) In Job’s understanding, there is a strict monotheism so 
whatever happens must find its root in the power of God.306  
For the author of Wisdom, Pseudo-Solomon, death is an entity that functions contra 
the will of God; it is even personified. We see that the ungodly are able to enter into a 
covenant with death. This view of death bespeaks of a dualistic idea of the cosmos. On one 
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side there is God and his creation, and on the other there is Death which works in conjunction 
with the devil and Hades. What is especially unique about this perspective of the cosmos, 
Burkes notes, is not only the fact that it is incongruent with the wisdom tradition but also the 
fact that this dualistic perspective is placed in the mouth of Solomon who is the spokesperson 
for the tradition. Furthermore, and especially pertinent to the objective of this chapter, this 
type of dualism appears in Jewish apocalyptic literature where there is an archenemy of 
God—usually presented as either the devil or death.307 Burkes, therefore, justly concludes, 
“This part of the book has obvious similarities to apocalyptic eschatology, with its post-
mortem division of righteous and unrighteous, Death/ the Devil, day of judgment, and 
desolation of the earth by a warrior deity.”308 This argumentation is a small but noteworthy 
example where it is possible, plausible, and arguable to suggest that, in this text, wisdom and 
apocalyptic thought is present in the same book. The perceived line of demarcation between 
wisdom and apocalyptic is very permeable.   
 
4QInstruction 
Matthew Goff notes that, “4QInstruction, the longest Qumran wisdom text, 
demonstrates that a sapiential text from this period can combine elements from both 
apocalypticism and traditional wisdom.”309 He thus seeks to establish “that 4QInstruction 
combines the… educational mindset of traditional wisdom and apocalyptic worldview.”310 In 
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what follows, I will point to both the pedagogical approach within the text as well as 
examples of melding of apocalyptic and wisdom thought.  
Demonstrating the combination of apocalyptic and wisdom thought in 4QInstruction, 
Goff rightly points to the pedagogy in the text. Following the sapiential tradition, especially 
in Proverbs, 4QInstruction has a pedagogical tone to it as it seeks to teach ethical and prudent 
behavior. Goff notes, “The sapiential and apocalyptic traditions differ in terms of pedagogy 
in that the former provides advice regarding specific areas of ordinary life more consistently 
than the latter.”311  
Comparing the pedagogical approaches in both 4QInstruction and apocalyptic texts is 
noteworthy. The text is concerned with some of the mundane aspects of living. For example, 
4QInstruction (see 4Q416 2 ii 6-7) gives a warning about indebtedness, 4Q418 81 17: “Be 
very intelligent, and from all your teachers increase learning.” Another example would be in 
4Q416 2 ii 14-15, “Have understanding in all the ways of truth, and all the roots of iniquity 
perceive.” There is an assumption in the text that the /ybm have a thirst for learning. This 
stress on instruction is also present in apocalyptic literature as well. Goff points out some 
examples of this feature. In 1 Enoch 82 and 105, the reader sees how Enoch is charged to 
teach the revelation that has come to him. Furthermore, the visions in Daniel contain an 
instructional impetus. Baruch in 2 Baruch 44-45 and 76:5 likewise brings teaching to 
Israel.312  
If 4QInstruction and apocalyptic texts both have an emphasis on instruction as well as 
a prudent and righteous life, then what is the difference? The difference exists in the 
motivation. Usually in sapiential literature, Goff notes, there is a stress on such living for the 
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sake of one’s lot in this life: to live in keeping with the established order of the cosmos. In 
apocalyptic literature there is usually a teleological slant to the motivation. The readers are 
encouraged in this path in order that they may receive rewards and shun judgment in the life 
to come. One can argue that the sapiential texts that have an eschatological milieu to them, 
such as Wisdom of Solomon and 4QInstruction, are examples of the apocalyptic tradition 
influencing these sapiential texts.313  
Before pointing to additional examples where this wisdom text joins features of 
apocalyptic thought to itself, it would be helpful to point to the most important concept in the 
text—the  hyhn zr.314  The most important source of the /ybm’s wisdom is the hyhn zr. The 
phrase appears over twenty times in 4QInstruction. The phrase is a combination of zr, which 
is Persian meaning mystery with hyhn the Niphal particple of the verb “to be.” There has 
been discussion about how to translate the phrase. Goff translates it as “the mystery that is to 
be,” and Harrington translates it as “the mystery that is to come.” The term deals with the full 
scope of time and is not limited to eschatological concerns.315 It addresses the daily aspects 
of life as well as more speculative matters such as creation and the ultimate judgment. In 
4QInstruction, the /ybm receives knowledge not by only receiving the hyhn zr but also by 
ruminating upon this revelation. Goff notes, “One could say that the hyhn zr gives the 
addressee the key, but the addressee still has to open the door himself. The acquisition of 
wisdom through the study of revealed knowledge reflects a combination of ideas from 
sapiential and apocalyptic traditions.”316 
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The hyhn zr can give this kind of knowledge because it is intertwined with the 
deterministic divine plan. “One is able to understand the world,” Goff continues, “by means 
of this mystery.” The /ybm can appreciate God’s dominion because the /ybm has received the 
hyhn zr, and this knowledge will spur a disposition of humble awe. The /ybm’s lifestyle is, 
therefore, to be one of righteousness and consecration as well diligent study of the hyhn zr; 
wisdom comes by the continuous reflection on the revelation.317 
Daniel  J. Harrington’s commentary on 4QInstruction is helpful in noting the 
apocalyptic nature of this text; I am indebted to his insightful observations. In the first section 
(4Q417 1 i 1-13) the /ybm receives encouragement to give himself to the “mystery that is to 
come.” Again, what this phrase precisely means is somewhat elusive, but there is some 
inkling to its significance by what one can expect from its reception. The text speaks of how 
the receiver shall be aware of “the truth and iniquity, wisdom and foolishness…together with 
their punishments in all ages everlasting.” Additionally the recipient is to experience a 
greater knowledge of God and God’s glory. Harington notes that this mystery that is to come 
would properly be understood as apocalyptic since it gives revelations about “God, 
eschatology, and ethics.” This would be true even though the text does not follow the 
expected form of an apocalypse.318 
In the second section 4Q417 1 I 13-18a instructs the /ybm that the recommence for 
deeds have been placed in “a book of memorial” which is reminiscent of the heavenly tablets, 
an apocalyptic motif and, thus, the mindset that allows for such a motif. In the third section 
4Q417 1 I 18b-24, the charge goes to the /ybm to “gaze on the mystery that is to come” and 
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doing this will cause one to “know the paths of everyone that lives and the number of his 
walking.” These words are also reminiscent of apocalyptic literature, and the text shows how 
revelation about the future has an influence on how one lives life in the present.319  
Dualism is present in 4Q418 69 as the text makes a distinction made between the 
“foolish” and “elect.” Harrington notes that this dualism exhibits an apocalyptic dimension 
because it focuses not only on the different paths for this present life but also encompasses 
eternal destinations. In 69 6 the “foolish-minded ones” receive admonishment that they 
“were fashioned by the power of God…to the everlasting pit shall your return be.” 
Contrastingly, the “truly chosen ones” will be with the angels “in light everlasting…glory 
and abundance of splendor with them.” (69 14).320  
4Q418 126 ii contains some rather bold apocalyptic thoughts. In Fragment 126 the 
text speaks of how God will “repay vengeance to the masters of inquiry” (6) and “raise up 
the head of the poor…in glory everlasting and peace eternal” (7-8). 
Many of the teachings found in 4QInstruction reflect a predominant concern on 
matters of this world. The younger, less experienced “O understanding one” receives 
instruction from the wise sage about matters related to money, societal interaction, and 
family relationships. Although the expected appeals and allusions to Scripture and common 
sense are present, which is usual for wisdom, there are also a number of places in the text 
where there is a melding between theological and eschatological sentiments as they are 
joined with wisdom teaching. Moreover, the framework of hyhn zr would seem to place the 
entire work within an apocalyptic mindset. 321 
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There is an epistemology that is more akin to that of the apocalyptic worldview than 
wisdom. Goff notes that “because of its reliance on revelation, the epistemology of 
4QInstruction is much more in keeping with apocalypticism than biblical wisdom.”322 
Wisdom in Proverbs is the result of humanity’s examination and reflecting upon the world 
around the individual. For apocalyptic texts such as Daniel and 1 Enoch wisdom comes as 
the result of a heavenly revelation. Dan 2:29, for example, refers to God as the “revealer of 
mysteries (ayzr alg). The presence of the word zr evidences one of the many ways that 
apocalyptic traditions differs from the wisdom tradition. Yet this term (and mindset) appears 
in this wisdom text, another example of apocalyptic and wisdom melding together in the 
Second Temple Period.  
 
Sirach 
In this section I will highlight how apocalyptic and wisdom thought clash in Sirach. 
In this wisdom text, the author argues against key elements of apocalyptic thought. In order 
to demonstrate this polemic, I will focus on portions of the text where it seems likely that the 
author argues against apocalyptic thought, particularly as it appears in 1 Enoch.323  
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Sirach is contemporary with the Book of the Watchers (1 Enoch 6-36), the 
Astronomical Book (1 Enoch 7- 82) and Aramiac Levi Document; these authorial/ editorial 
groups are likely aware of and polemical toward one another concerning foundational 
issues.324 Boccaccini argues more precisely that Ben Sira is cognizant of apocalyptic 
theologies and refutes them in his writing.325  
Firmly in the wisdom tradition,326 the author refutes some of the ideas held by 
apocalyptic texts of this time. Corley observes in Ben Sira an argument against the 
revelations contained in Jewish apocalyptic literature such 1 Enoch.327 In the mind of Ben 
Sira, the Mosaic Law is the repository of divine wisdom, so these claims to revelation outside 
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of the Law, made by someone like Enoch, could not be valid. Ben Sira’s thoughts on the 
possibility of revelation outside of the Torah echo Deut 29: 28[29], “The secret things belong 
to the Lord our God, but the revealed things belong to us and to our children forever, to 
observe all the words of this law.”328 
In 1 Enoch 13 and 14 there are three occasions when Enoch declares that his visions 
come to him in his sleep. Possibly against this idea, Ben Sira, in 34:1, writes of how fools 
“are sent winging by dreams.” The passage of Sir 34:1-8 refutes the different possible 
methods to receive these revelations beyond what already appears in creation and the Torah. 
Wright argues that Ben Sira attempts to undermine the thought that such forms of revelation 
could contain God-given information.329 
The author continues to refute the idea that individuals can know such information 
beyond the Torah or creation. Sir 1:3 queries, “Height of heaven and breadth of earth and 
depth of the deep—who can fathom out?”  The anticipated response is that there is no human 
who can. 1 Enoch 93:13-14 asks a similar question, but the anticipated response is already in 
1 Enoch 93:2, “I, Enoch…will let you know according to that which was revealed to me from 
the heavenly vision.” Likewise there is a portion of the Book of Watchers that says, “I, 
Enoch, saw the vision of the end of everything alone; and none among human beings will see 
as I have seen.” (1 Enoch 19:3). Possibly as a refutation, Ben Sira declares that God shows 
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his wisdom to “all flesh” via creation. Yet the particular recipients of this revelation are 
“those who love him,” Israel, according to Sir 1:10. In 1 Enoch 82:2 only Enoch and his heirs 
are recipients to God’s wisdom, and in the end-times all the elect can receive it (5:8). In fact, 
in 1 Enoch 17:7, the patriarch says, “I saw the mountains of the dark storms of the rainy 
season and from where the waters of all the seas flow.” For Ben Sira, wisdom alone 
possessed this privilege according to Sir 2: 4, 5. Moreover, Sir 1:3 intimates that God alone 
has knowledge of these cosmic dimensions.330  
Sir 1:2 advances the question of who is able to enumerate the grains of sand. Corley 
notes that such a question is usually joined with a query about the numbering of the stars. 1 
Enoch 93:14 poses the query whether any person knows the number of the stars. (This 
section of 1 Enoch, the Astronomical Book was likely extant during the time of Ben Sira.)331  
The question of who is able to count the number of raindrops arises in Sir 1:2.332 This 
may be a polemic against thoughts such as that found in 1 Enoch 26:1 where the patriarch 
reports, “I saw there three open gates of the heaven from where the south wind, dew, rain, 
and wind come forth.”  
These matters of revelation and human ability to know are not the only possible anti-
apocalyptic thoughts contained in Ben Sira. Calendar concerns possibly incite Sirach 1:2 and 
its reference to days.333 Sir 1:2 inquires who is aware of “the days of eternity,” which 
assumes the answer to be no one. This sentiment is contra 1 Enoch 72:1 where the patriarch 
receives the revelation of “the nature of the years of the world unto eternity.” This 
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knowledge, that Ben Sira considers to be solely in God’s possession, is what Enoch claims to 
have.334 
Concerning the issue of the calendar in third century B.C.E. Judaism, Michael Stone 
writes, “It is difficult to overstress the importance of the calendar.”335 The solar calendar does 
not receive an explicit mention in the Book of Watchers, but the text seems to assume such a 
calendar. Argall states that in Sir 43:2-8, Ben Sira, in the larger context of creation, expresses 
a view on the sun and the moon that one could understand to be a refutation of a solar 
calendar. Ben Sira’s comments that the sun “parches the earth and no one can endure its 
blazing heat” (43:3)… “it breathes out fiery vapors” (43:4). He does not assign calendar 
significance to the sun. When, however, he discusses the moon, he focuses significant 
attention on its calendrical role, and the moon, thus, decides the seasons, festivals, and 
pilgrimages.336  
In light of these considerations I, too, contend that Ben Sira is engaged in polemical 
arguments against the apocalyptic thought of his day, as contained in writings such as 1 
Enoch. This text, therefore, is another example of the presence of apocalyptic and wisdom 
thought in the same writing. The refuting tone of this wisdom text is similar to what I will 
argue that the author of Ecclesiastes exhibits against similar contemporary apocalyptic 
thoughts.  
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Conclusion 
This chapter has presented a definition for wisdom and apocalyptic. Wisdom is “the 
quest for self-understanding in terms of relationships with things, people and the Creator.”337 
Its approach to life is based upon order; individuals come to know this order via human 
reasoning. It has defined apocalypticism as a symbolic universe producds by a people who 
suffer alienation and who respond using apocalyptic eschatology. For this chapter, the genre 
of apocalyptic is best defined by the master paradigm and the eclectic definition mentioned 
above.  
In order to demonstrate that apocalyptic and sapiential genre and thought melded and/ 
or clashed in the Second Temple Period, this chapter has examined this phenomenon in nine 
texts. The apocalyptic texts that exhibited this reality were 1 Enoch, 2 Baruch, and 4 Ezra. In 
one way or another each of these apocalyptic texts exhibited a strong influence of wisdom 
thought and or genre within it. The two epistles, James and Romans, are neither apocalyptic 
nor sapiential but demonstrate confluence of wisdom and apocalyptic. The wisdom texts, 
Job, Wisdom of Solomon, 4QInstruction, and Sirach, present an influence of apocalyptic 
within them. 4QInstruction presents revealed wisdom. Apocalyptic elements are strongly 
present in Job to the extent that Timothy Johnson considers the book a nascent apocalypse. 
Sirach sounds a polemical tone against the apocalyptic thought of the day.  
My main purpose with this chapter has been to demonstrate this melding and/ or 
clashing among wisdom and sapiential thought in texts of the Second Temple Period. I am 
more concerned with emphasizing this “mixing, melding, and clashing” of thought from 
these two genres rather than focusing on the literary characteristics. From the above 
investigation, it becomes clear that the line of demarcation between these two genres and 
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corresponding thought (or the “perceived line” from the perspective of 21st century scholars) 
was, in the minds of these authors, arguably permeable.  
My choice of these texts has not been to present an exhaustive list but to interact with 
enough texts from varied genres to advance this foundational plank in the argument of this 
dissertation. The strength of this case lies not in one text whose melding of apocalyptic/ 
sapiential overwhelms the reader but in the fact that this melding takes place in a number of 
different texts. Particularly key for this dissertation is the last example of Sirach and how the 
author, arguably, refutes the apocalyptic thought of his day. In what follows, I will build an 
argument that the author of Ecclesiastes also argues against apocalyptic thought of his day. 
The presence of Sirach and its anti-apocalyptic argument makes my argument in chapter four 
more plausible.  
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CHAPTER 4 
SETTING AND FUNCTION 
 
 This chapter includes three sections. The first section examines the setting of 
Ecclesiastes, focusing primarily on the date of the book and secondarily on considerations of 
the implied author and implied audience. The second section examines the function of three 
passages, 7:1-10, 3:10-22, and 9:1-10, as they argue against apocalyptic thought and for a 
disposition of joy. The third section gives an explanation for the genre label of anti-
apocalyptic by drawing from and applying the definition for genre given in chapter two.  
 
Date (Setting) for Ecclesiastes 
 The central thesis of this dissertation is that Qoheleth utilizes an anti-apocalyptic 
genre and that this genre serves to further his overall message of joy. For Ecclesiastes to be in 
polemic against the apocalyptic thought of the day, the book must be contemporary with a 
time of emerging (or fully-developed) apocalyptic thought. The book’s dating is important to 
my argument for the anti-apocalyptic genre label of the passages that will be discussed. I 
will, therefore, recount some of the different arguments for the book’s dating before 
narrowing the focus to the date to which I hold. This survey will serve to demonstrate the 
plausibility, even likelihood, of the date to which I subscribe.  
Daniel Fredericks gives a helpful overview of the different dating views for 
Ecclesiastes. Scholars have examined the Qumran fragments of the book, the possibility of 
Greek influence, historical allusions within the text, the general tone and mood of the book, 
and linguistic considerations of the book in the interest of determining its date. “The words of 
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Qoheleth, son of David, king in Jerusalem” in 1:1 historically has caused interpreters to 
consider Solomon to be the author of the book, which would place the date of the book in the 
mid-tenth century B.C.E. Early rabbis accepted Solomon as the author. This understanding 
would change with Luther, who began to refute the Solomonic authorship of the text. At the 
present time, there is general scholarly agreement that the book had its composition some 
time from the fourth to second century B.C.E. The language as well as other aspects of the 
text point to a date in the post-exilic period.338 
 Fragments of Ecclesiastes present at Qumran339 suggest the middle of the second 
century B.C.E. to be the terminus ante quem. Charles F. Whitley suggests 152-145 B.C.E. to 
be a good date for its composition. This date after Ben Sira, however, is unconvincing to 
most scholars because it does not leave enough time for the book to have developed to 
canonical status in Qumran, which it apparently did have, and also because it appears that 
Ben Sira quotes from Qoheleth, and not vice-versa.340  
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 Another means of determining the date of the book has been the attempt to discern 
Greek influence. Scholarly opinion on this influence ranges from those who see Qoheleth 
directly drawing from earlier Greek thinkers to those who see the author only responding to 
the “spirit” of Hellenism of the day. One scholar who argues that Qoheleth draws directly 
from the earlier Greek writers is A. H. Godbey who believes that Qoheleth relies heavily on 
Ionic and Attic thinkers. This approach often lends itself to arguing for connections with 
specific scholars and schools of Greek thought.341  
Others would not agree that there is such a direct indebtedness to Greek thought but 
acknowledge that Qoheleth had some contact with the Hellenistic mindset.  Harold Louis 
Ginsberg understands the elements of misogyny, admiration of youth, and the sentiment to 
enjoy one’s money while one has the chance to be elements of the Hellenistic mindset at 
work in Qoheleth’s teachings. Robert Balgarnie Young Scott acknowledges the fact that 
Qoheleth ruminates in the atmosphere of Hellenistic thought but considers the author’s roots 
to be in (1) “skepticism native to one strain of the Near Eastern wisdom tradition and (2) in 
certain deeply ingrained convictions of Hebrew religion, such as the real existence of the one 
God, his creation of the world and man, his sovereign power over events and the awesome 
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mystery of his Being.”342 Others, such as Franz Delitzsch, have also concluded that there are 
not any Hellenistic sources of thought behind Qoheleth’s words; the author’s thoughts flow 
from the Semitic culture, specifically Hebraic, of the time.343  
Historical allusions in the book have also been utilized in the dating of the text. 
Hertzberg and Lohfink344 have considered Qoheleth’s exhortations of loyalty in 8:2 as a 
reference to the time of the Ptolemies and Seleucids. Those who look to historical allusions 
for assistance in dating the book point to 10:16, 17. They consider Ptolemy V to be the young 
king referred to in the text.345  
Some scholars also seek to narrow further the dating possibilities by looking to more 
general aspects of the tone or mood of Qoheleth. Scholars such as Baumgartner, Gordis, and 
Loader point out that they do not see the tone of revolt that would have been present during 
the Maccabean time period and, from the absence of this revolt speech and tone, date the 
book earlier than the Maccabean era. Interpreters such as Barton, Gordis, Hengel, and Joseph 
Blenkinsopp would place the oppressive language present in the book in the Ptolemaic 
period. Gordis and Hengel would qualify their hypotheses in light of the fact that these 
observations do not necessarily point to one specific time in history.346 The collapse of the 
state and foreign domination resulted in traditional wisdom clamoring for a rationalization 
for the situation. Otto Eissfeldt considers that this “tired philosophy” of the preacher best fits 
the post-exilic period. Gordis argues that the collapse of the state meant that the national 
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concerns were no longer the focus, which would allow the emphasis to shift to “practical 
happiness of the individual.”347  
 Attention will now turn to contemplations of the book’s orthographic conventions, 
late Biblical Hebrew features, Aramaisms and their bearing on the determining the book’s 
date.348  
Choon Leong Seow considers the orthographic conventions of the book as a basis for 
dating it at some time from the beginning of the sixth century to the close of the third century 
B.C.E. The appearance of internal vowel letters suggests an exilic or postexilic date for the 
text, given the fact that internal vowel letters were rarely used before the sixth century. In 
comparison to pre-exilic texts of similar length, the book contains more forms with internal 
vowel letters. The long “i” is nearly always signified as a yod. The original long “u” is 
usually spelled with a waw. The masculine plural ending uniformly appears with a waw 
when that syllable is accented. These are characteristics that an exilic or postexilic text would 
exhibit.349 
The book of Ecclesiastes also exhibits a number of Late Biblical Hebrew 
characteristics which exhibit significant differences from standard Biblical Hebrew. Franz 
Delitzsch as early as 1875 noted a long list of hapax legomena in the book and therefore 
concluded that the book belonged to a period after the exile, no earlier than the time of Ezra-
Nehemiah.350   
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The use of -v,i is a distinctive feature in the book. It occurs 136 times in the Hebrew 
Bible; half of these occurrences appear in Ecclesiastes. Excluding Genesis 6:3, this particle 
appears in texts that have their origin in the northern provenance or texts from a later period. 
This particle, a feature of northern Hebrew, found more bountiful usage in Late Biblical 
Hebrew, Seow argues. It appears in Qoheleth in varied usages: as a conjunction presenting a 
subject of an object clause or as a purpose clause (1:7; 2:13, 14, 15, 24; 3:13, 4; 5:14, 15; 
8:14; 9:5; 12:9). It is this range of usage in the book that particularly presents itself as a Late 
Biblical Hebrew characteristic. In standard Biblical Hebrew it does on occasion appear as a 
relative particle but not for the function of beginning a purpose or object clause as it does in 
Ecclesiastes.351  
The use of  yna in the book also points to a postexilic date; the form of the first 
person independent pronoun that occurs in the text is always the shortened form and never 
the longer  ykna. It is noteworthy that the shortened form appears exclusively in the postexilic 
texts of Haggai, Song of Songs, Ezra, and Esther. It is also the predominant choice in 
Malachi, Nehemiah, Chronicles and Daniel. The longer form appears in archaistic contexts in 
speeches from God seen in Mal 3:23, 1 Chr 17:1; Dan 10:11 or included in a prayer (Neh 
1:6). Only the short form appears in Zech 1-8. Moreover, in Qumran and Mishnaic Hebrew 
documents the longer form is used solely as an archaism, appearing in biblical references.352  
In pre-exilic Hebrew ta/ *-ta is used to designate the definite direct object; it can 
also point to a personal object, usually by taking a pronominal suffix. It appears with 
indefinite nouns in Ecclesiastes such as [drn@-ta in 3:15; lmu-lk-ta in 4:4; bl-ta in 
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7:7. Additionally it appears in a nominative clause in 4:3. Each of these two characteristics is 
indicative of Late Biblical Hebrew.353  
The feminine demonstrative hz used in Ecclesiastes does not commonly appear in 
pre-exilic Hebrew texts; taz is the form that appears in these pre-exilic and exilic texts. The 
form that lacks the t appears in very late texts. The Hebrew form discussed here most likely 
came from a dialect and was used in written communication in the post-exilic period. The 
occurrences of hz outside of Qoheleth take place in the setting of a speech, which would 
lead to the conclusion that it is a characteristic of spoken Hebrew. The book exclusively uses 
hz and it does not use taz (see 2:24; 5:15, 18; 7:23; 9:13)354  
A number of verses show the masculine plural pronominal suffix used where the 
feminine plural suffix would normally be expected (2:6, 10; 10:9; 11:8; 12:1). This 
unexpected phenomenon is not necessarily the norm in other texts of Biblical Hebrew. Late 
Biblical Hebrew, however, exhibits this characteristic with regularity.355 
 In addition to these other linguistic indicators of a late date, there is also a high 
occurrence of Aramaisms in the book of Ecclesiastes. A sampling of the words in 
Ecclesiastes that have an Aramaic background would include: /mz, djak, hnjf, and rvK. 
Translated as “appointed time” /mz (Eccl 3:1) appears in an Aramaic document from the 
fifth century. Its biblical occurrences356 are all from the postexilic period and after the fifth 
century. Quite possibly borrowed from Aramaic, there has been suggestion that it originally 
derived from Old Persian or Akkadian. Regardless of the original derivation it can 
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definitively be asserted that the word arrived into Late Biblical Hebrew via Aramaic after the 
second half of the fifth century B.C.E. Translated as “the same, equally” (11:6) djak is a 
word that appears in Late Biblical Hebrew357 and Mishnaic Hebrew and likely derived from 
Aramaic as well. Translated as “mill” in 12:4 hnjf occurs only in this verse. The word that is 
usually used for mill is <yhr. There is a fifth-century Aramaic cognate for this word 
suggesting that it is Aramaism. Translated as “to be suitable, appropriate,” rvK appears in 
Aramaic text from the Persian period.358 
The high frequency of Aramaisms in the book could be the result of a Jew writing in 
the Second Temple period, since a prose writer would have familiarity with Aramaic. Rather 
than including Aramaic words, Qoheleth includes Hebrew or Hebraized parallels. Gordis 
writes of the high frequency of Aramaisms, “[Qoheleth] was written in Hebrew, by a writer 
who, like all his contemporaries, knew Aramaic and probably used it freely in daily life.”359 
From an examination of the text, including the language of the text, he concludes that 
Qoheleth could not have written the book before 275 B.C.E. and was likely writing 
approximately 250 B.C.E.360 
Fox also sees Ecclesiastes as a later work; he suggests a date based on linguistic and 
political grounds. Many of the words and grammar of the book have more similarities with 
Rabbinic Hebrew than the pre-exilic classical biblical Hebrew. Also pointing to a date in the 
post-exilic time period are the numerous Aramaisms; Jews in Palestine during this time 
period used Aramaic even though Hebrew was the literary language. Eccl 5:7 uses the word 
medinah, “province,” as the location of the reader. The “province” would denote a time when 
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the Jews were under the rule of an empire, either Persian or Hellenistic. Fox also sees 
evidence of the influence of Hellenistic thought, pointing to the time when Jews would have 
had come in contact with this thought in the third or early second centuries B.C.E. He sees 
the latest possible date of composition to be 180 B.C.E.; this date is the time of composition 
for Ben Sira, who quotes Ecclesiastes. Consideration of the fragments of Qoheleth at Qumran 
also leads Fox to date the book to the third-century B.C.E.361  
Leo G. Perdue provides a more precise suggestion for the date and setting for 
Ecclesiastes. Qoheleth, he writes, was most probably a sage in the Hellenistic period who 
penned Ecclesiastes during the transition from Ptolemaic to Seleucid rule of Palestine, 
placing the composition around 200 B.C.E. Although the Hellenistic period saw prosperity 
for the socially elite, including elite Jews, in the land, the ultimate power rested in the hands 
of the foreign rulers; one could almost consider it a colonial situation. Political and social 
disturbances occurred during the time of transition for Ptolemaic to Seleucid rule. Even the 
elite Jews who had enjoyed standing in the Ptolemaic period did not have a real voice in the 
present socio-political situation. Qoheleth addresses life in his people’s somewhat 
marginalized situation. This date (circa 200 B.C.E.) and setting does appear to be the best 
estimation that one can make and the one to which I hold in this dissertation.362 
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The Author and Audience 
 In order to accurately portray the setting of both the author and the audience it is 
helpful to determine the (implied) author and (implied) audience. The implied author only 
employs the character of Solomon for the beginning chapters in order to establish authority 
but does not continue with this persona after these initial chapters. Although Qoheleth gives 
his views on a number of different subjects, the reader does not get a portrait of who 
Qoheleth is except by the pieces of hints that are in the text. “All we really know about him is 
that he was well-to-do if not wealthy, closely in touch with the aristocracy of wealth, and a 
wisdom scholar who wrote a book and one who…taught the people.”363 
 Qoheleth’s primary experience with poverty and oppression is as an observer, and his 
experiences seem to match those of the wealthy. In Eccl 4:1-2, Qoheleth observes the 
oppressed and their lot.  
    Again I saw all the oppressions that are practiced under the sun. Look, the tears of the     
    oppressed—with no one to comfort them! On the side of their oppressors there was    
    power—with no one to comfort them. And I thought the dead, who have already died,  
    more fortunate than the living who are still alive. 
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Also in 5:8, he refers to the oppressed poor in the third person; clearly Qoheleth does not 
consider himself to be among the poor. In 7:21, Qoheleth counsels against listening the 
cursing of one’s servants, which would suggest that he is of the social status familiar with 
having servants. Moreover, he does recount some experiences which only the rich would 
have. In 1:12-2:26, he speaks of all the wealth, achievements, and pleasures of life that he has 
enjoyed that still do not bring fulfillment. He worries, in 2:18-20, about leaving the fruit of 
his labor for a fool to inherit, and he appears to have time to search out the wisdom of the 
earth and “to see the business that is done on the earth” (8:16), suggesting that he is a man of 
means and not one of the oppressed poor. He does however sympathize with the struggles of 
his audience, which appears to be neither poor nor rich.364  
 One can also assume that Qoheleth is no longer a younger man but most likely an 
older, if not elderly, man. Indeed this would have to be the case for him to be considered a 
sage, a title that usually only the older generation could hold. Miller considers the frequent 
mention of death to result from the mindset of an older person. He speaks to the youth in 
11:7-10 as one who knows of that which he speaks and writes of the elder years in 12:1-7 
with a great sense of immediacy and familiarity.365  
 Qoheleth writes to an audience that is troubled with their state of affairs. They work 
tirelessly but do not see the full benefits thereof and are very vulnerable to circumstances 
beyond their control. The audience experiences hardship in this life and is motivated by envy. 
Qoheleth writes in 4:4, “Then I saw that all toil and all skill in work come from one person’s 
envy of another. This also is vanity and a chasing after wind.” An epitome of the situation of 
the implied audience is in 4:7-8:  
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    Again, I saw vanity under the sun: the case of solitary individuals, without sons or   
    brothers; yet there is no end to all their toil, and their eyes are never satisfied with riches.  
    “For whom am I toiling,” they ask, “and depriving myself of pleasure?” This also is vanity  
    and an unhappy business. 
 
Although they labor diligently with no surplus, they continue to work with the mindset that 
they will experience this surplus one day. Qoheleth, Miller writes, sees his audience bound 
by a faulty view of life; they view every portion of their lives—their work, religious practice, 
etc.—believing that they will be able to facilitate success and stability. Their striving actually 
robs them of joy. Qoheleth endeavors to move his audience to another worldview that will 
cause them to experience both the good and the bad with a proper perspective.366  
 
The Function of Ecclesiastes 
Perdue presupposes that Qoheleth, in Ecclesiastes, argues with a group, whether 
fictional or real. This is how he accounts for the many statements that appear to be 
contradictory; there are points where Qoheleth argues against his opponents. Some of the 
points of argumentation would include 2:22-23; 3:11; 3:21; 5:15-17; 7:10; 8:17; 9:5-6; and 
11:8.367  
Since Qoheleth assumes a fictional character, Solomon or a son of David, in the first 
two chapters and that fictional persona casts a shadow on the rest of the book, Perdue 
considers it plausible to suggest that Qoheleth’s opponents are also fictional. These 
opponents could also represent ideology and/ or theology dominant during the contemporary 
situation. Possibilities would include traditional sages, early apocalyptic seers, and 
apocalyptic sages.368  
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Perdue asserts that Qoheleth is arguing against apocalyptic sages who have melded 
together apocalyptic thought and sapiential thought. I differ from Perdue in that I do not see 
the opponents as apocalyptic sages but apocalyptic seers. He speaks against special 
revelation, the ability to change one’s life and status, and a final judgment understanding of 
retribution. What is present in this text is not primarily an argument against wisdom but a 
further discussion of wisdom in light of the perplexities of life. I am greatly indebted to 
Purdue369 for his work in pointing out the elements of Ecclesiastes that argue against the 
beliefs of what he calls the apocalyptic sages of the time.370  Although my identification of 
Qoheleth’s opponents is different from his final conclusion, his argument has been most 
helpful.  
Qoheleth the sage (12:9, 10) writes in a time of social and political commotion when 
even those Jews who have elite status have little control of the wealth and socio-political 
realities of the day. It is partly this lack of power and the reality of foreign control that causes 
Qoheleth’s audience to despair. He and apocalyptic seers each gives a response to this 
setting. Qoheleth gives a response emphasizing the despair and futility of the condition but 
also exhorting his audience to accept moments of joy when God would possibly give them in 
the present. The apocalyptic seers see an ultimate eschatological hope.371 (Two portraits of 
apocalyptic seers are the books of 1 Enoch and Daniel, both apocalyptic literature.) John 
Collins writes of the nature of apocalyptic as a:  
    [G]enre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, in which a revelation is  
    mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient, disclosing a transcendent reality  
    which is both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial insofar  
    as it involves another, supernatural world.372   
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 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 252-58.  
370
 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 230, 31, 235. 
371
 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 233.  
372
 John Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 5.  
136 
 
  
John Collins outlines the difference between apocalyptic and wisdom. Apocalyptic 
has a much greater emphasis on the supernatural, giving attention to agents and messengers 
of the supernatural and their involvement in human events and concerns. Apocalyptic 
anticipates a time of judgment, retribution, and reward beyond the point of death. Unlike 
wisdom that can often have a positive view of the world, apocalyptic focuses more on the 
conclusion that there is a fundamental flaw with the world and life in it. As a result of this 
foundational observation there is an expectation that there will be an eschatological judgment 
that will result in reward for the righteous and retribution for the unrighteous.373  
 From Qoheleth’s speech, it can be argued that he is speaking against those who 
subscribe to the afore-mentioned apocalyptic beliefs. Understanding the setting of 
Ecclesiastes, in the milieu of wisdom and apocalyptic thought, helps to recognize the 
function of this work as a polemic against certain elements of apocalyptic thought. In this 
section my objective is to show examples of Qoheleth’s polemics against the apocalyptic 
thought of the apocalyptic seers. To that end, I will examine three key passages that 
demonstrate polemics between Qoheleth and apocalyptic seers: 7:1-10; 3:10-22, and 9:1-10. I 
will highlight how each of these passages functions in the larger literary context of the book 
and suggest how it functions in the social context of the time, its argumentation against 
contemporary apocalyptic thought of the time.  
In order to highlight how these passages function in the literary context of the book, 
the outline of the book according to Seow is helpful.374 
 
                                                 
373
 John Collins, “Wisdom, Apocalypticism and Generic Compatability,”  in Search of Wisdom. Essays 
in Memory of John G. Gammie (ed. Leo G. Perdue, B.B. Scott, and W.J, Wiseman; Louisville, KY, 
Westminster, 1993), 166-185. 
374
  Choon Leong Seow, Ecclesiastes (New York: Doubleday, 1997), 46-47.  
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i. Part 1  
1. Reflection: Everything is Ephemeral and Unreliable 
a. 1:2-11, Preface 
b. 1:12-2.26, Nothing is Ultimately Reliable  
c. 3:1-22, Everything is in the Hand of God  
d. 4:1-16, Relative Good is Not Good Enough  
2. Ethics: Coping with Uncertainty  
a. 5:1-7, Attitude Before God  
b. 5:8-6.9, Enjoyment, Not Greed  
ii. Part 2  
1. Reflection: Everything is Elusive  
a. 6:10-7:14, No One Knows What Is Good 
b. 7:15-29, Righteousness and Wisdom are Elusive  
c. 8:1-17, It’s an Arbitrary World  
2. Ethics: Coping with Risks and Death  
a. 9:1-10, Carpe Diem  
b. 9.:11-10:15, The World is Full of Risks  
c. 10:16-11:6, Living with Risks  
d. 11:7-12:8, Conclusion  
iii. 12:9-13a Epilogue  
iv. 12:13b-14 Additional Material  
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Ecclesiastes 7:1-10:375 Qoheleth Rejects a Theology of Despair376 
 
Nestled within the first section of the second half of the book, which deals with the 
elusive nature of life, 7:1-10 accentuates life’s enigmatic and paradoxical nature. It 
emphasizes the limitations on humanity’s knowledge. In 7:11-12, the text returns to the 
exaltation of wisdom.7:13-14 emphasizes that since one does not know one should consider 
God in both the good and the bad.377 Following this section the next passage 7:15-29 
continues to portray the many perplexing and elusive paradoxes in life. This recurring 
emphasis is an important plank in the author’s message. 
                                                 
375
 I will provide exegetical comments via the footnotes in order to allow the text of the page to focus 
on the polemical function of the text. Most commentators treat 7:1-14 as a distinct unit. Longman considers vv. 
13-14 to be concluding thoughts to the section. My comments in the text will regard 7:1-10 as a unit.  
376Proverbs constitute the first twelve vss. of 7:1-14 using the “better-than” pattern. Tremper Longman 
sees a connection between 7:1-14 and the question that appears in Eccl 6:12, “For who knows what is good for 
mortals while they live the few days of their vain life, which they pass like a shadow? For who can tell them 
what will be after them under the sun?” Longman sees this section in 7:1-14 to be a response to this question. 
He sees the question as a means for Qoheleth to communicate that, in fact, there is nothing that is completely 
good but that there are some things that are better than others. To that end, these better-than expressions appear. 
Some of these sayings would be congruent with expectations of wisdom literature such as the expressions in 1a, 
5a, and 9 while others would be unexpected and incongruent with what the audience would expect from a sage 
such as 1b, 2, 3, and 11. Tremper Longman, Ecclesiastes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 179. 
Seow, for the most part, agrees with this reading but differs at the intended point of conclusion. He 
sees 7:1-12 as an answer to the question asked in 6:10-12 about what is bwf. The sayings about bwf and their 
placement so close to the question do give a response. Seow thinks that they all sound like traditional wisdom 
on what is good for humanity but at the end of these sayings must wonder what really is good. The issues of life 
appear in typical dialectical pattern: “fame and luxury (v1a), birth and death (1b), funeral and wedding (v. 2), 
merriment and sadness (v 3), mourning and pleasure (v. 4), rebuke and praise (v.5), the wise and the fool (vv. 6-
7), beginning and end (v.8), patience and arrogance (v.8)” The end result is that the reader concludes that no 
one knows what is good for humanity—not even the sage. The sayings each contain a morsel of truth, but in the 
end all of them are “vanity” according to v. 6. (Seow, Ecclesiastes  242, 43) 
377
 Whybray points out that although commentators see this section as a unit (7:1-14) many find it 
difficult to see any cohesion in this section. He points out that the text ends in v. 14 with the conclusion that 
humanity cannot know anything that will come after him which most likely echoes the words of 6:12. Whybray 
writes, “But if this is their aim to provide a reasoned argument to support this conclusion, it must be confessed 
that they go about this in a very roundabout way.” This statement derives from the miscellaneous nature of the 
proverbs in this section, as Whybray reads this text.  
 Admitting to the futile efforts of many to see a note of progression, Whybray does admit to a sense of 
cohesion to the unit, partly by the repetition of words such as good (11 times), wise/ wisdom (six times), heart 
(5 times); fool (four times); sorrow/ anger (three times) and laughter and house of mourning (two times each).  
This observation indeed does grant a just reading to the text and the fact that there is a cohesive communication 
of thought in this passage.  
Whybray’s reading does not go far enough to see what Qoheleth is doing to argue against the 
apocalyptic thought of the time.  
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Eccl 7:1-10 
A good name is better than precious ointment,378and the day of death,  
than the day of birth.379 2 It is better to go to the house of mourning than to go to the house of 
feasting; for this is the end of everyone, and the living will lay it to heart.380 
3 Sorrow is better than laughter, for by sadness of countenance the heart is made glad.381 
4 The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning; but the heart of fools is in the house of 
mirth.382  
                                                 
378
 V.1a utilizes a chiastic structure that emphasizes the comparision of name and ointment. With 
blatant alliteration the text reads: bwf /mVm <v bwf <v without further explanation with frequently convey 
the concept of reputation, which does not necessarily have to be a good reputation (see Gen 6:4, 11:4, and Ezek 
16: 14) but generally would. In fact, this stich bears a stunning resemblance to the thought of Prov 22:1a, “A 
good name is to be chosen rather than great riches.” Fox, A Time to Tear Down and A Time to Build Up (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 251.  Crenshaw highlights the importance of this comparison between a good name 
and oil in pointing to a parallel verse in Song of Songs, Song 1:3, “our anointing oils are fragrant, your name is 
perfume poured out; therefore the maidens love you.”  Like the author of Song of Songs, Qoheleth makes this 
popular connection. Thinking of fragrance or stench easily leads one to bring the comparison of a pleasing 
perfume or ointment. Crenshaw, Ecclesiastes (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1987), 133. 
The decision to compare name to /mV is both a syntactical and contextual one. The choice strengthens 
the alliteration and syntax of the verse but it also fits the culture of the time. Ointment or oil played a highly 
valued role in society on joyful occasions (see Pss 45:8, Pss 133, and Amos 6:6). Longman, Ecclesiastes, 182.  
379
 The challenge of v. 1b that perplexes commentators is to discern the connection between v. 1b with 
v. 1a. Murphy takes slight exception to the interpretation of scholars such as A. Lauha and Franz Delitzsch who 
think that v. 1b is simply another example of Qoheleth’s intense disdain for life. Rather than such a pessimistic 
interpretation, Murphy prefers a reading that sees v. 1b as bringing moderation to the previous stich: it is only 
through the vantage point of death that one can speak of a good reputation. When a child is born, she has an 
entire life ahead of her; when that life is complete, then, and only then, can a bystander speak of the individual’s 
good reputation. Qoheleth in this moderation maintains the satirical tone of his work as if to convey the idea 
that one can, indeed, speak of a good reputation, but only after the point of death.  Murphy, Ecclesiastes 
(Dallas: Word, 1999), 63. 
380
  Without accepting that there is a dialogue taking place in this passage, the interpreter can assert that 
Qoheleth is here furthering the preference of death over life. He, in this point, wants his audience to see life 
from the vantage point of death; he wants his audience to avoid the frivolity of life that is without this sobering 
reality. To that end, he suggests that the audience go to a lba tyb rather  than a hjmv tyb. Attending the 
funeral that takes place in a lba tyb will serve to sober the individual to live life in light of this point of death. 
This interpretation poses a challenge of harmonization with the idea of joy and carpe diem that appears in 2:24-
26. To this, commentators bring an interpretation to consider the opposite tensions: the pleasure spoken of in 
this passage, the house of rejoicing, takes place in frivolous frame of mind but the joy that is commended take 
place in the light of the fear of the Lord, as spoken of in the epilogue. Longman, Ecclesiastes, 183.  
381
 This is a better-than proverb with an accompanying motive clause. The latter portion of this proverb 
is particularly enigmatic. In 3a,  the reader encounters qjCm suk bwf. These words are troublesome because 
in 1:18  suk is connected with wisdom, and laughter receives a connection with madness in 2:2. The text 
emphasizes the somber reality of life. The advantage of wisdom over folly leads the thought to the conclusion 
that sorrow is better than laughter. Crenshaw goes further to show a connection between this sentiment and the 
thought of Psalm 90:12, “So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom,” RSV. Crenshaw, 
134. 
The motive clause of the proverbs is particularly enigmatic because bl bfyy <ynP urb-yK could be 
translated as the New English Bible renders it, “A sad face may go with a cheerful heart.” In this rendering, 
which Whybray agrees with, the verse is seen as recasting the first half with the suggestion that there is a 
difference between what appears on the outside and what is actually the case on the inside. Whybray, 
Ecclesiastes, 114. Given the context of the text, it more than likely speaks of the fact that sorrow is the result of 
a more somberly honest examination of real life. Wise ruminations will result in a sad countenance. Murphy, 
Ecclesiastes, 64. 
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5 It is better to hear the rebuke of the wise than to hear the song of fools. 
6 For like the crackling of thorns under a pot, so is the laughter of fools; 
this also is vanity.383  
7 Surely oppression makes the wise foolish, and a bribe corrupts the heart.  
8 Better is the end of a thing than its beginning; the patient in spirit are better than  
the proud in spirit.  
9 Do not be quick to anger, for anger lodges in the bosom of fools. 
10 Do not say, "Why were the former days better than these?" For it is not from wisdom that 
you ask this.  
NRSV 
 
Qoheleth’s purpose, Perdue argues, in 7:1-10 is to refute a theology of despair, which 
is held by the apocalyptic seers, and stress that adopting such a theology is an inappropriate 
response in light of humanity’s limited ability to know. The proper response in light of this 
limitation would be a resignation to this perplexing reality.384  
One indicator leading to this conclusion of anti-apocalyptic authorial intent would be 
the fact that 7:1-4 is incongruent with what has already been said about joy in 2:24-26 and 
3:12-13. In these earlier verses, joy and the activities such as eating, drinking, and enjoying 
one’s work were considered gifts of God, but now in 7:1-4 those who partake in these 
enjoyments are fools. What is the reason for this shift? Perdue concludes that Qoheleth is 
citing and refuting a theology of despair resulting from the present situation of hardship and 
oppression. It is likely that these theologians of despair had an apocalyptic view that was 
despondent over the situation of the present. 385 The words of 7:10 epitomize their sentiment 
                                                                                                                                                       
 
382
 Krueger points out that these verses bolster the argument of 1b -3 by distinguishing those who 
follow the counsel of the first three verses as the wise and contrasting them from the fools. As the wise mourn, 
pleasure is the object of the fools in v. 4. The wise bring a rebuke but the fool goes along singing songs in v. 5. 
The fools and their frivolity bring destruction upon themselves as their temporary laughter is compared to a 
crackling of thorns in v. 6. Krueger, Qoheleth,  136. 
383
 The text provides an effective wordplay at this point. “Thistles provide quick flames, little heat, and 
a lot of unpleasant noise. The singing of fools was equally as cacophonous.” Crenshaw, Ecclesiastes , 135.  
384
 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 245, 46.   
385
  Murphy considers this unit, and the larger section of chapters 7 to 8, as Qoheleth disputing with 
traditional wisdom. He considers chapters 7 and 10 to be two of the more difficult chapters in the book. They 
exhibit tightly-framed aphorisms but leave the reader questioning what the relationship between these sayings 
is. Looking at the progression of sayings, Murphy concludes that there is a dialogue with traditional wisdom in 
chapters 7 and 8, a dialogue where Qoheleth desires to bring changes to this wisdom. He agrees with Addison 
Wright in seeing the dialogue to flow along the lines of the questions/ comments emphasizing the difficulty of 
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as Qoheleth rehearses the words of the theologians of despair in order to refute their concepts 
with, “Do not say, ‘Why were the old days better than these?’ For it is not wise to ask such 
questions.” The opponents may have considered time as progressively getting worse and 
more dire with each passing period of time. Qoheleth, however, does not emphasize life  as 
getting worse and worse but rather focuses on death as the apogee of life; death is, therefore, 
better than the beginning. God intends for humanity to “suffer in ignorance and darkness 
only to die in the blackness of oblivion and to be erased from human memory.”386 
In 7:7-9, the polemical nature of Qoheleth’s words becomes even clearer, according 
to Perdue. After v. 7, where the author makes the observation about extortion and bribery 
having a deleterious effect on the individual, he asserts in vss. 8, 9 that pessimism is not the 
way of the wise. There are two better-than sayings that follow. “Better is the end of a thing 
than its beginning; the patient in spirit are better than the proud in spirit.” Additionally 
another statement exalting the path of wisdom follows in v. 9.  “Do not be quick to anger, for 
anger lodges in the bosom of fools.” The one who is truly wise recognizes that the individual 
                                                                                                                                                       
finding out. Like Wright, Murphy outlines the passage as follows: vv. 1-6 convey a dismal perspective of life 
but these considerations are cancelled out in 6b as being vanity, vv. 7-12 additional contest the sentiments of vv. 
1-6. Murphy, Ecclesiastes, 61,62. 
Michael Fox points out the weakness of the idea that Qoheleth disputes traditional wisdom because the 
choice of what is a disputation of traditional wisdom thought and what is Qoheleth’s actual thought is largely 
subjectively random. Offering what he considers to be a more accurate reading, Fox contends that the text, in 
the first four verses, does not denounce the occurrence of feasting and celebration. He is not intending to 
commend sadness as a lifestyle but rather wants his audience to realize the importance of possessing an acute 
awareness of one’s mortality to the point that even when one does partake of feasting that one does so with the 
stark awareness of mortality. To live life as if death does not exist or await one is to live like a fool. Yet even in 
this reading, Fox admits that Qoheleth is inconsistent on this because in 5:19 Qoheleth recommends simhah. 
Fox attributes this inconsistency to frustration, Eccl 7:23-24, “All this I have tested by wisdom; I said, ‘I will be 
wise,’ but it was far from me.” Qoheleth, by expressing this frustration, conveys a foundational point: “man 
(even the wisest) is hopelessly ignorant, and when he can discover some truths …their validity is shaky and 
they clash with other things he knows.” Fox, A Time to Tear Down and A Time to Build Up, 251. While Fox’s 
observations have much validity, they do not give proper observation of the setting and function of the anti-
apocalyptic.  
386
 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 246.   
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was born to experience the suffering that leads to death. With this in mind, the wise course of 
action for the wise is to taste of joy when and if one can do so.387 
 The opponents, Perdue continues, were those who had a view of this present situation 
as direr than that of the past and that this situation is so bleak that a wise person or sage could 
not possibly rejoice. The wise course of action is to go to the house of mourning, a truly 
pessimistic point of view. Qoheleth’s response does not deny the bleak and devastating 
nature of the situation but contends that the prescription of his opponents is contrary to 
wisdom, which is to seek to enjoy this present life now.388  
  
Ecclesiastes 3:10-15: Qoheleth Rejects Key Apocalyptic Thoughts 
 
The passage of 3:10-22 follows a section where the author emphasizes that everything 
is unreliable. Chapter 3 asserts, contra the unreliability of everything such as wisdom, toil, 
and pleasures, that time is in the hand of God (3:1-9), appropriately ending with v. 9 asking, 
“What gain have the workers from their toil?” Quite the contrary to the apocalyptic seers 
                                                 
387
 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,”  246.  
388
 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 246.  My suggestion for polemics 
against the apocalyptic seers has further precedence in the writings of Theodore Perry; he suggests an even 
more polemical tone to the book. In the book, he notes a spirited debate between two characters: “those of P the 
Presenter and K or Kohelet…K as the man of experience and P as the man of faith.” Theodore Perry Dialogues 
With Kohelet: The Book of Ecclesiastes (University Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1993), 125, 26.  The italicized letters are from K. The following has been applied to the NRSV 
translation.  
A good name is better than precious ointment, and the day of death,  
than the day of birth. 2 It is better to go to the house of mourning than to go to the house of feasting; 
for this is the end of everyone, and the living will lay it to heart. 
3 Sorrow is better than laughter, for by sadness of countenance the heart is made glad. 
4 The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning; but the heart of fools is in the house of mirth.  
5 It is better to hear the rebuke of the wise than to hear the song of fools. 
6 For like the crackling of thorns under a pot, so is the laughter of fools; 
this also is vanity.  
7 Surely oppression makes the wise foolish, and a bribe corrupts the heart.  
8 Better is the end of a thing than its beginning; the patient in spirit are better than  
the proud in spirit.  
9 Do not be quick to anger, for anger lodges in the bosom of fools. 
10 Do not say, "Why were the former days better than these?" For it is not from wisdom that you ask 
this.  
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who purport to know what the Deity has determined and, thus, to be able to move toil to 
success, this poem furthers the conclusion that human events do not fall into a cosmic order 
of time and are unknowable to people.389  
Chapter 3:10-22 demonstrates Qoheleth’s anti-apocalyptic message. The opponents 
of whom Qoheleh speaks adhere to apocalyptic beliefs such as “the final judgment of the 
righteous and the wicked, the immortality of the righteous, the knowledge of God and divine 
action, and the holistic structure of time and events.” Qoheleth argues against their emphasis 
on “the justice of God, earthly retribution, moral dualism (the wicked and the righteous), and 
the understanding of the correlation of time and event for a successful outcome.”390 The 
author particularly refutes the beliefs of the apocalyptic seers with regard to humanity’s 
ability to know the time and structure of the cosmos, the belief that God is going to reshape 
the world because of its corruption, and the afterlife.  
 
Eccl 3:10-15 
10 I have seen the business391 that God has given to everyone to be busy with.  
11 He has made everything suitable for its time;392 moreover he has put a sense of 
past and future into their minds, yet they cannot find out what God has done from the 
beginning to the end.393  
                                                 
389
 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 252, 53.   
390
 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 247.   
391
 This verse continues what started in v. 9. At the conclusion of the poem, the message of God’s 
established periods of time is clear. In the following verses, Qoheleth gives his response to this reflection. He 
starts with a reflection ytyar ( see also 3:16; 4:1, 4, 7; 6:11; 7:15; 8:10; 9:11, 13). In 1:13, Qoheleth spoke of 
the /ynuh that God has given individuals, but there the connotation is expressly negative. In that context the evil 
business that God has given individuals referred to the futile task of endeavoring to understand what takes place 
in the world, but here the business is spoken of in reference to the God-directed times. Murphy, Ecclesiastes, 
35.  
392
  This statement  wtub hpy hcu lKh-ta encases two crucial statements: (1) “God made 
everything and (2) Everything is beautiful in its time.” Kreuger translates this verb with a continuous, 
imperfective understanding: “God makes everything.” The New Revised Standard Version translates the verb as 
a perfect tense verse. Whybray, however, asserts that “it is more probable that the perfect tense is used here in 
the Hebrew to express a general truth and should be rendered by the present tense.” Such an idea is also attested 
with the same verb hcu  in verses such as Is 44:24 and Is 45:7. Qoheleth here refers to the truth that God not 
only creates but also causes to be over time. The second assertion refers to the fact that God has made 
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12 I know that there is nothing better for them than to be happy and enjoy themselves 
as long as they live;394  
13 moreover, it is God's gift that all should eat and drink and take pleasure in all their 
toil.395  
14 I know that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor 
anything taken from it; God has done this, so that all should stand in awe before 
him.396 
                                                                                                                                                       
everything beautiful. It is, thus, congruent with the declarations in Gen 1 (see vv. 4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25 and 31) 
which all refer to the creation as good bwf. The use of the word for beautiful here should not, Krueger asserts, 
be seen as less affirmative than the declarations in Genesis 1. Qoheleth refers to God’s beautiful creation in this 
verse in such a way as to “expand its frame of reference to creation in its entire temporal extent.” Krueger, 
Qoheleth, 85-86; Whybray, 72.  
393
 Verse 11b <BlB /tn <luh-ta <G demonstrates the stark contrast between divine and human 
understanding of reality. “Distant time” <luh has been placed in the mind of humanity. This translation of 
distant time is arguable in light of the manner in which the word appears in the previous verses such as 1:4, 10; 
2:16; 3:14; 9:6; and 12:5 where the term most likely speaks of “an idea of distant time that extends far beyond 
the life of an individual human being in the direction of either past or future or both.” Even though this distant 
time has been placed in the mind of humanity, humanity cannot know what God has done from the beginning to 
the end; they lack the ability to grasp it. Humanity can know that God has worked but cannot not know in what 
way that creation is beautiful or the complexities of that creation. Creation, therefore, remains an enigma. 
“People cannot completely comprehend the work of God—if only because, first of all, it goes way beyond the 
temporal horizon of their possibilities of experience.” Krueger also concludes that this 11b lays the foundation 
to question the idea that God unveils to individuals knowledge of what God has done in the past or what God 
will do in the future. Such beliefs existed in the prophetic literature of the time. Is 46:10 declares that God tells 
the end from the beginning. Similarly, numerous prophetic texts spoke of what was to come in the future. This 
verse sees these claims as questionable. Krueger, Qoheleth, 86.  
394
 This verse is the logical conclusion of the previous ones. Given the fact that the larger issues of life 
are incomprehensible and beyond humanity’s grasp, it would make sense for the individual to shift her gaze to 
the smaller goals. The ultimate meaning of life and the world is beyond reach, so one should seek to enjoy the 
lesser and more sense-oriented pleasures in this life. In his charge, Qoheleth gives yet another variation of his 
carpe diem that is present in 2:24. Rather than a statement of exuberant enthusiasm, this statement is one of 
resignation. “In brief, Qoheleth advises his hearers to give up trying to fathom God’s way in the world. Rather, 
enjoy the present.” Longman, Ecclesiastes, 122.  
395
 Linked with the previous verse by <gw this verse continues the charge to enjoy life that began in 
the previous verse. Qoheleth now brings greater specification concerning the enjoyment: eating, drinking, and 
enjoying work, which all echo 2:24. For Qoheleth the best that the individual can do, in light of not being able 
to understand the larger questions of life, is to enjoy this present life realizing that even this is a gift of God. 
This enjoyment can only be realized at the permission of God.   
With the statement wlmu-lkB bwf harw htvw lkaYv the reader sees that which Qoheleth 
encourages the daily pleasures of life. In 2:24 Qoheleth places his charge of enjoyment in a very qualified 
manner, saying that there is nothing better.  Longman, Ecclesiastes, 109, 122.  
396
 The first assertion in response to the poem of 3.1-8 came in v. 12; the second assertion appears in v. 
14. Qoheleth, here, emphasizes that humanity does not have the ability to change God’s manner and deeds. If 
one’s fortune in life is undesirable one cannot change that. In light of the immutability of God and his manner 
of working, Qoheleth asserts that this has all been the plan of God in order to instill a fear of God in people. 
(RSV) Crenshaw, Ecclesiastes, 99. The work of God is in the realm of the <lwul. The work of God carries the 
attribute of permanence. The extent of this permanence is illustrated in 14b where the phrase has antecedents in 
Deut 4:1-2 and 13. (urgl /ya wNMmw [yswhl /ya wylu) Similar language is used to speak of not adding or 
taking away from the Law. It is with this similar force that Qoheleth emphasizes that nothing can change what 
God has already done.  The purpose of this immutability of God’s deeds is that humanity may fear God. This 
emphasis on the purpose can be seen in the fact that the verbal form takes the particle  v,. “According to 
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15 That which is, already has been; that which is to be, already is; and God seeks out 
what has gone by.397  
 
 
 Qoheleth argues398 against the tenets of apocalyptic texts that the seer could, by 
divine revelation, know the times and deeds that only God controls. The apocalyptic seers 
consider it possible for humanity to know these things concerning the character and deeds of 
God, but Qoheleth considers all of this knowledge to be cloaked in a perpetual enigma. 
Moreover, the author does not agree that humans could, through their deeds, change their 
                                                                                                                                                       
Qoheleth, one is caught between the nearness of a God who fixes times and the mystery of a God whose work is 
unintelligible; in this situation fear of that God is the proper response.”   Murphy, Ecclesiastes, 35.  
Whybray has a different understanding of the nature of the fear that God and God’s immutable deeds 
evoked from individuals. He sees this fear before God wynplm warYv to be similar to the way that the fear of 
the Lord is used in other portions of wisdom literature. He adds that the use of wynplm “before him,” referring to 
God, as possibly useful for inspiring a greater sense of awe to the concept. This concept of fear the Lord is quite 
similar to that of 5:1 and “his meaning is that God rightly demands ‘fear’ from men in the sense of recognition 
of his essential difference from his creatures.” Whybray, Ecclesiastes, 75.  
 Longman has some considerations. It is true that the fear of God has a certain aspect of piety in verses 
such as Prov 1:7, but that is not precisely what Qoheleth means in this verse. To conclude that the phrase means 
the same concept here is to fail to consider the context of the phrase in this verse as well as in others such as 
5:6, 7:18; 8:12. “Qoheleth believes that God acts the way that he does to frighten people into submission, not to 
arouse a sense of respectful awe in his power and might.” Longman, Ecclesiastes, 124. 
397
 Having described the immutable action of God with the word <lwu he now reinforces this 
comment with a repetition of the thought of 1:9. Whereas there Qoheleth speaks about the characteristic of 
nature with its repetitious circular cycle of events, here he speaks about the enigmatic unchangeability of God’s 
work. He does this utilizing a “backward/ forward” characterization in 15a; the past and the present are open 
before God and are at the sovereign disposition of the divinity.” Crenshaw, Ecclesiastes, 35.  
In 15a, Qoheleth emphasizes, “God’s works overtake humanity’s feeble efforts, and nothing 
substantially new can interrupt the awesome course of events that God has ordained. The question of 15b 
centers on what commentators do with [drn-ta vqby. In light of the fact that these two verbs are almost 
synonymous, Fox argues that the sentence communicates, “God seeks what has already been sought which 
repeats and reinforces that there is nothing new under the sun.” God does things that have already been done. 
Fox, A Time to Tear Down and A Time to Build Up, 213, 14.   
398
 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 252, 54. There is scholarly precedent to 
see Ecclesiastes as an argument between two factions.  Perry’s argument for it goes further than the one 
presented in this work. Perry, Dialogues with Kohelet,  89-93.  The italicized letters are from K. The following 
has been applied to the NRSV translation.  
10 I have seen the business that God has given to everyone to be busy with.  
11 He has made everything suitable for its time; moreover he has put a sense of past and future into 
their minds, yet they cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end.  
12 I know that there is nothing better for them than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they 
live;  
13 moreover, it is God's gift that all should eat and drink and take pleasure in all their toil.  
14 I know that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken 
from it; God has done this, so that all should stand in awe before him.  
15 That which is, already has been; that which is to be, already is; and God seeks out what has gone 
by.  
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destiny. This information is inaccessible because God is distant and beyond humanity’s 
ability to know (see 5:1, 2). 
 He refutes the apocalyptic motifs by demonstrating that God has both placed within 
humanity the desire to search and know this life as well as the inability to successfully 
search. He writes in v. 10 how God has ordained humanity to ponder the unattainable; this is 
the consuming business that God has given humanity. Along with bestowing on humanity 
this business, God has also placed in the heart of humanity a sense of both the past and the 
future. Humanity can know that God has worked but they cannot know in what way God has 
worked. With this thought, Qoheleth has effectively extinguished any hope that God reveals 
God’s will to individuals via special revelation. Such a notion is contrary to the nature of 
what God has done. Furthermore, Qoheleth also stresses that the past and the present are at 
the disposal of God; it is God who can seek out what has already been. V. 14 reveals the 
reason for this God-inspired futile search; God desires to inspire a sense of fear and awe 
within humanity. Humanity’s ignorance, contra the message of the apocalyptic seers, is what 
leads to the correct disposition to the Divine.399 Since humans cannot know this time and the 
structure to the cosmos or the deeds that only God controls, people cannot utilize this 
information to become successful or gain profit from their labor. 
In light of this perennial and futile search, what is humanity to do? Rather than trying 
to change life through unique revelation via a seer, humanity is simply to enjoy the journey 
that God has given. “There is nothing better for them than to be happy and enjoy themselves 
as long as they live.” This is a statement of resignation in light of the impervious realities of 
life. Qoheleth further stresses the importance of his exhortation by defining this enjoyment 
via the simple staples of life: eat, drink, and pleasure in work.  
                                                 
399
 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 252, 54 
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Ecclesiastes 3:16-22: Qoheleth Rejects Key Apocalyptic Thoughts 
16 Moreover I saw under the sun that in the place of justice, wickedness was there, and in the 
place of righteousness, wickedness was there as well.400  
17 I said in my heart, God will judge the righteous and the wicked, for he has appointed a 
time for every matter, and for every work.401  
18 I said in my heart with regard to human beings that God is testing them to show that they 
are but animals.402  
                                                 
400
 This unit is comprised of the following: “an observation (v.16), …two comments (17, 18-21) 
and…a conclusion (22) (I saw…I said…I said…So I saw).” This similar pattern appears in Eccl 2:13-25; 7:25-
27; 8:14. Michael Eaton,  Ecclesiastes: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers Grove: IVP), 83.  
In this verse, Qoheleth refutes, according to Crenshaw, the idea that a judicial system guarantees just 
retribution to evil doers and protection for just citizens. The arbitrariness of the justice of God would be more 
bearable if one were convinced of God’s favorable disposition to humanity. Qoheleth is not convinced of this 
favorable disposition, so the unpredictable nature of divine justice is all the more vexing. In fact, Qoheleth 
comments on observations that contradict the concept of God’s favorable disposition to individuals. In the place 
where he would expect justice, he instead finds wickedness. Although (apocalyptic) thought would suggest 
God’s ultimate justice, Qoheleth is of the opinion that all of this disappointment is intentionally placed by God 
to demonstrate that humans are really no different than the animals. “Since the future lies hidden from the eyes 
of the living, human beings  can only rejoice in their work and its benefits.” Crenshaw, Ecclesiastes,101-102.  
To be clear, Qoheleth does not say that the courts are void of justice but simply points to the courts as 
yet another perplexing example of life’s arenas where there is a disconcerting inconsistency that baffles all 
attempts of explanation. Whybray, Ecclesiastes, 77.  
401
 This verse has been a challenge for interpreters. Barton considers this verse to be a gloss added by a 
pious editor. The concept of a vindication for the righteous is not congruent with the context. Barton, therefore, 
considers it a later addition. George Barton, The Book of Ecclesiastes (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1912), 108. 
Both Gordis and Whybray consider this verse to be legitimately part of the original text. Gordis 
considers this verse authentic commenting that the post-exilic age saw the rise of proto-Pharasaic groups that 
subscribed to a belief in the afterlife and judgment in the life to come. Judging from the context, Qoheleth 
quotes this belief only to deride it in a skeptical tone. Gordis, Koheleth: The Man and His World, 225.  
Whybray goes to great lengths to explain this verse as consistent with the context, arguing that 
Qoheleth is reinterpreting divine judgment. The first half of the verse addressing the wicked is consistent with 
ancient Israelite doctrine: God will judge the wicked. Referring to fpvy,Whybray notes that this word does not 
have to refer to retribution but rather speaks of rendering a judicial decision. This world, not the world to come, 
is the context for this judgment, which shall occur in the present or future time. Whybray asserts that it is not 
arguable to contend that Qoheleth is, here, arguing for this judgment to take place after death since such a belief 
would not be common and appeared late in the Old Testament and also the fact that Qoheleth seems to argue 
against such a belief in other verses. Qoheleth here contends that though it may seem that the wicked go 
unpunished for their deeds in this life that they will indeed receive their just punishment and the righteous their 
just reward in this life. The second half of the verse points to the concept of the time, appointed time. Yes, these 
occasions of miscarried justice take place, but there is an appointed time in this life when divine justice will 
prevail. Whybray, Ecclesiastes,77. 
The interpretation of Tremper Longman may possibly be the most responsible treatment—in part. He 
simply acknowledges that this is a tension in the text that shows that Qoheleth is wrestling with traditional 
views regarding divine justice. “Qoheleth asserts his belief in divine retribution but does not allow a time for it, 
and he goes on in the next few verses to cast doubt on the concept of divine retribution itself.” Longman, 
Ecclesiastes, 127-28.  
402This, also, is a troublesome verse for interpreters.  The crux of this verse, considering the context of 
the previous two verses of this unit, vs. 16 and 17, is that the miscarriage of justice in the judicial system as well 
as religious affairs is the tool of God to show humanity that they are like animals. Barton, The Book of 
Ecclesiastes, 108.  
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19 For the fate of humans and the fate of animals is the same; as one dies, so dies the other. 
They all have the same breath, and humans have no advantage over the animals; for all is 
vanity.403  
20 All go to one place; all are from the dust, and all turn to dust again.404  
21 Who knows whether the human spirit goes upward and the spirit of animals goes 
downward to the earth?405  
22 So I saw that there is nothing better than that all should enjoy their work, for that is their 
lot; who can bring them to see what will be after them?406 
 
 Qoheleth concurs with the understanding that there is injustice in the human 
experience—especially in light of living under foreign rule—but refutes the view held by 
apocalyptic seers that there will be a day of judgment on the deeds of humanity. He argues 
against this view by pointing to the perplexing ubiquity of injustice—even in unexpected 
places—and then using this perplexity, with which the audience would agree, as a 
pedagogical tool that both points to God and dispels the notion of a final judgment. In v. 16, 
                                                 
403
 The substantiation of Qoheleth’s claim in v. 18 of how both humans and animals are alike appears 
in this verse. They are both alike in the fact that they both die. This core concern of death reappears throughout 
the book. If both the animal and the human die, and have the same hrqm then there is no advantage to the 
human. With this statement Qoheleth lays an axe to the root of belief in the afterlife. Longman, 
Ecclesiastes,129.  
404
 Contra Whybray who sees this verse as also speaking of Sheol, I believe that Qoheleth , here, 
further specifies what he said in the previous verse. This verse echoes the thoughts of Gen 3:19. While Qoheleth 
affirms his belief in Sheol in 9:10, in this verse he speaks of humanity returning to the dust from which 
humanity has come. This thought of returning to dust also appears in Job 10:9; 34:15; Pss 104: 29; 146:4 and 
Sir 40:11. (Murphy, Ecclesiastes, 37). Barton also adds the important note that Qoheleth speaks of the whole 
being—not simply the body. Barton, The Book of Ecclesiastes, 109.  
405
 Krueger points out that interpreters have considered this verse to be arguing against the idea of an 
individual afterlife. On closer scrutiny, it would appear that this verse actually goes further than that; the verse 
disputes the very premise of such a belief. It calls into serious question “that human beings, in distinction from 
animals, have something like a personal ‘life spirit’ whose individuality is maintained after death.” Krueger, 
Qoheleth, 93.  
Jewish writings around the time of Ecclesiastes also held to an idea of the breath of life as being 
connected with the soul of a person. (see 1 Enoch 1-36) Later Judaism did differentiate the divine breath as 
being separate from the dead soul (see 4 Ezras 7:78). Krueger, Qoheleth, 94. 
This verse does not contradict 12:7 where the text speaks of dust returning to the earth and the life 
spirit going to God.  
406The insight of Krueger is especially helpful at this point:  “Whereas ‘King Qoheleth,’ through the  
insight that he as ‘wise man’ is subject to contingency and death just like the ‘fool’ (2:12-16), comes to the 
point of hating life (2:17), for the wise man Qoheleth the knowledge that as a human being he will fare no better 
than the animals (3:19-21) only confirms his estimation of pleasure as the ‘highest’ and ‘only good’ (cf. vv. 12-
13). Even if the special effort in his work does not lead reliability to a ‘gain’ (3:9), a person can still receive 
pleasure in his work as his ‘portion’ (cf. v.13). …the insight into the unpredictability of the future, which 
brought the ‘king’ despair in regard to his successor (2:12, 18), [cannot] change anything, for human beings are 
referred by God to the present time as an opportunity for action and for enjoyment (3:1-8,11). Therefore, they 
should seize the available possibilities for pleasure and not push enjoyment into an uncertain future—whether in 
or after life.”Krueger, Qoheleth, 94.   
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he notes that wickedness was in the place of justice as well as righteousness. As Crenshaw 
remarks, this reality and the arbitrary nature of God’s expected justice is compounded by the 
fact that the individual is not certain of God’s favor. There is no guarantee of justice, now or 
ever. Although v. 17, appears to stand in contrast to what is communicated in v. 16 the larger 
context affirms the message of v. 16 refuting the expectation of final judgment; such 
judgment is not even reliable in this life.407 Qoheleth does not see hope that will come as a 
result of the eschatological judgment and new creation that God will bring—as the 
apocalyptic seers do; the situation will not get better. 408  
 Qoheleth also argues409 against a belief in the afterlife. He disagrees with the 
apocalyptic seers, as well as some earlier biblical writings, by stating in 3:19 that both the 
animal and the human have the same fate; there is no advantage to humanity and neither 
remains nor is remembered. V. 18 serves as the bridge between these two polemical 
emphases; it stresses the fact that God tests humans to demonstrate to them that they are like 
animals. The perennial injustice of this world and the futility of religious activity serves the 
                                                 
407
 Perdue understands the presence of v.17 in the text, speaking about judgment that God will bring on 
both the righteous and the wicked based upon their deeds, to be the later addition of an apocalyptic sage. He 
writes that the followers of these apocalyptic sages (later redactors around the time of Ben Sira, after 180 
B.C.E.)  appear in 3:17 and 12:14. Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 253. 
408
 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 256.   
409
 Perry goes further than I do in suggesting the polemical/ dialogical nature of the passage. Perry’s 
argument for it goes further than the one presented in this work. The italicized letters are from K. Perry, 
Dialogues with Kohelet, 137-144.  The italicized letters are from K. The following has been applied to the 
NRSV translation. 
16 Moreover I saw under the sun that in the place of justice, wickedness was there, and in the  
place of righteousness, wickedness was there as well.  
17 I said in my heart, God will judge the righteous and the wicked, for he has appointed a time for 
every matter, and for every work.  
18 I said in my heart with regard to human beings that God is testing them to show that they are but 
animals.  
19 For the fate of humans and the fate of animals is the same; as one dies, so dies the other. They all 
have the same breath, and humans have no advantage over the animals; for all is vanity.  
20 All go to one place; all are from the dust, and all turn to dust again.  
21 Who knows whether the human spirit goes upward and the spirit of animals goes downward to the 
earth?  
22 So I saw that there is nothing better than that all should enjoy their work, for that is their lot; who 
can bring them to see what will be after them?  
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didactic purpose that humanity, though it may feel superior, is no better than the animals—as 
with justice, so also in death. Vv. 19 and 20 particularly emphasize this sameness of humans 
and animals. V. 19 declares that both humans and animals have the same breath. V. 20 uses 
the strong parallelism of “all”: all go to one place, all are from the dust, and all turn to dust 
again. Not only does this, along with v. 21, nullify the hope of the afterlife but it questions 
the foundation of the afterlife: that there is a difference between humanity and animals. 
Having disorientated this primary presupposition, Qoheleth goes further with a poignant 
rhetorical question, “Who knows whether the human spirit goes upward and the spirit of 
animals goes downward to the earth?” Through an equating comparison of humanity and 
animals and an effective rhetorical question,410 Qoheleth refutes the apocalyptic tenets of an 
afterlife.  
Considering that both the stalwart hopes of this marginalized population, divine 
justice and the afterlife, have been refuted, what is an individual to do? For Qoheleth the 
answer is to enjoy this life, for this life, and all the injustice that it carries, is one’s lot. In v. 
22, Qoheleth ably ties together this message with the use of the rhetorical question, “who can 
bring them to see what will be after them?” Here the author is emphasizing that humanity 
does not know what the future holds (it cannot even understand the present with all of its 
intricate mysteries), so Qoheleth points to the portion that humans have in this life: enjoy life 
if and when they are able to do so.411  
 
                                                 
410
 See chapter five for a discussion on the role of rhetorical questions in Ecclesiastes.  
411
 Rasiah Sugirtharajah, from a post-colonial interpretation, sees similarities between Qoheleth’s 
perspective and that of one acquiescent to the force of a colonizing force. For Sugirtharajah, Qoheleth seeks to 
preserve the status quo of societal power structures. One should simply accept one’s lot in life, be compliant to 
the ruling structure and present perplexing reality.  Rasiah S. Sugirthirajah, Postcolonial Criticism and Biblical 
Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford Press, 2002), 80-81. Although Sugirtharajah does not use this term, in one 
regard he too concludes that Ecclesiastes is anti-apocalyptic. 
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Ecclesiastes 9:1-10: Qoheleth Further Rejects Key Apocalyptic Thoughts  
 
Eccl 9: 1-10 follows a section (8:1-17) that deals with the arbitrary nature of this 
world. It is followed by a passage that furthers the observation that the world is full of risks.  
Seow sees this passage as a portion of the ethics section in part 2 of Ecclesiastes. It gives a 
reasonable response in light of the fact that everything is so elusive. Contra the apocalyptic 
thought of the day, the author encourages his audience not to seek the deliverance of the 
afterlife; there is one fate to all. Instead, he encourages them to seize upon the day at hand 
because so much of life is uncertain and elusive. His readers are to grasp the opportunity of 
this day—with joy.  
Eccl 9:1-10 
1 All this I laid to heart,412 examining it all, how the righteous and the wise 
and their deeds are in the hand of God;413 whether it is love or hate414 one does 
not know. Everything415 that confronts them 
                                                 
412
 There is discussion with regard to the yk. Those who see this verse as concluding the previous 
section see it as causal and thus translate it as, “For I have taken all this to my heart” (see NASB) Such a 
reading is not necessary because 8:17 forms an inclusion with he question posed in 8:1, “Who is wise?” 8:17 
brings the answer with, “no one is wise.” Seow, Ecclesiastes, 297.  The reader need not read this verse as a 
conclusion to the previous section, contra Gordis. It is therefore emphatic instead of causal (Murphy, 
Ecclesiastes ,90).  
413
 Uncertainty veils the meaning of <yhlah dyb.  Does Qoheleth refer to the benevolent and 
protective hand of God, such as in Psalm 31:6, or does he simply convey the fact of God’s overarching 
superintendence? Krueger, noting the interpretation of D. Michel, entertains the possibility that these words are 
beginning to refute the idea that there is an afterlife reward for the good deeds done in this life. (Krueger, 
Qoheleth, 167) One can argue that the context of the argument would argue for the fact that the phrase in 
question refers not to the benevolence of God but God’s sheer power that contains the righteous and all their 
works—their works, dependent on the power or hand of God, which have no reward after death.  
414
  This phrase  hanc-<g hbha-<g also poses difficulty to the interpreter. Whybray writes that it is 
unclear whether this phrase speaks of the quandary as to whether God loves or hates people or if it speaks of the 
fact that the human passion of love and hate are beyond the knowledge and control of humanity. Whybray reads 
it as being a merismus that speaks of “the whole range of items” within these two spectrums. (Whybray, 
Ecclesiastes, 140). One could argue that the phrase refers to the fact that humanity does not know whether God 
hates or loves humanity—and not only the extremities of love or hate but everything in between. Humanity 
cannot know anything about the plan of God for humanity’s life—save that humanity will die. Duane Garrett 
rightly takes the words to their logical conclusion: No one can coerce a blessing from God [via wisdom or the 
pursuit of wisdom] because no one knows whether God hates or loves humanity. Duane Garrett, Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon (Nashville: Broadman, 1993), 330.  I feel that Garrett overstates this point when 
he says that no one can know whether God hates or loves humanity.   
415
 This phrase <hynpl lkh also carries a sense of ambiguity. The Septuagint adds the first three words 
of verse two to this phrase. Qoheleth’s message is that everything before humanity is uncertain; the future is 
uncertain and anything may take place. Gordis, Koheleth: The Man and His World, 290.  
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 2 is vanity, since the same fate416 comes to all, to the righteous and the 
wicked, to the good and the evil, to the clean and the unclean, to those who 
sacrifice and those who do not sacrifice. As are the good, so are the sinners; 
those who swear are like those who shun an oath.  
3 This is an evil417 in all that happens under the sun, that the same fate comes 
to everyone. Moreover, the hearts of all are full of evil; madness is in their 
hearts while they live, and after that they go to the dead.  
4 But whoever is joined with all the living has hope,418for a living dog is 
better than a dead lion.419 
5 The living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing; they have no 
more reward, and even the memory of them is lost.420  
6 Their love and their hate and their envy have already perished; 421 never 
again will they have any share422 in all that happens under the sun.  
                                                 
416
 By using the phrase dja hrqm Qoheleth emphasizes the universality of this one fate, death. hrqm 
refers to that which is chance. The term refers to the end result that comes to each one, regardless of ethical 
code or standing in life. It is not intended to counter the Old Testament understanding of the sovereignty of 
God, as if a concept of fate could overpower the will of God. The use of the term, rather, intends to counter the 
concept that some kind of independent deed or course of deeds that the righteous engage in can alter such an 
end. The phrase is followed by examples of the righteous who do good works and the wicked who are guilty of 
judgment. What happens to both of these vastly different groups is exactly the same. Herbert Leuopold, 
Ecclesiastes (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1966), 209.  
417
 With ur hz Qoheleth  assigns a value description to this reality of one fate coming to all—
regardless of their life choices and lifestyle. With this statement, he effectively nullifies any attempt at theodicy. 
What God does may not always seem to be good but God is always good. The text also emphasizes that all of 
the heart of humanity is toward evil. Kreuger, Qoheleth, 170.  Murphy points out the contrast of this statement 
with the sages such as in Prov 21:18; 5:5; 7:27 which all state that folly results in the path to death. To the 
contrary, Qoheleth states that all roads lead to death. Murphy, Ecclesiastes, 90. 
418
 Many commentators contend that this verse is an example of irony, but there is a logical 
progression of thought from v. 3. This verse posits the questions of advantage that the living have over the dead. 
In this verse, Qoheleth asserts that life is still much better and desirable than death—no matter how arduous life 
can be. Life is preferable because  there remains the possibility to enjoy as vv. 7-10 emphasize but there are no 
possibilities in death as vss. 5-6 convey. Whybray, Ecclesiastes, 142.  
The word /wjfb in 2 Kgs 18:19 and Is 36:4 conveys the meaning of trust and security. It, however, in 
later Hebrew developed the meaning of “faith in God, especially under adversity.” Gordis, Koheleth: The Man 
and His World,  294.  
419
 The dog in the ancient near east occupied the place of most disdained animal while the lion was 
considered to be the king of the beasts. “Death reduces the kingly lion to a level below that of a living dog, 
because it reduces him to a state of nothingness.” Barton, The Book of Ecclesiastes, 160.  
420
 This verse exhibits conspicuous irony. The ultimate advantage that the living have over the dead is 
that the dead are cognizant of the end—death. Although there is the possibility of enjoyment, this verse places 
the advantage of life in balance. There is, after all, one fate for all.  
 The phrase <rkz jkvn yk rkc <hl dwu-/yaw added to this message is the play on words that 5b 
contains. The word play to describe the dead rests on rkc (recompense) and <rkz (remembrance) e. The 
beginning of the book, 1:3 and 1:11, already purported that this life is absent of both of these. Murphy, 
Ecclesiastes, 92.  
421
 In this verse, Qoheleth further specifies the advantage of life over death. He highlights three 
emotions, love, hate, and jealousy. These three emotions span the entire spectrum, love and hate, as well as an 
emotion that may be considered to be located on neither end of the spectrum. Yet, all three of these emotions 
exhibit certain intensity. For Qoheleth, it is better to experience negative emotions and passions rather than to 
be among the dead who can experience nothing at all. “On the other hand, the relative advantage of life is really 
double-edged sword: To live is to love, yes, but it is also to hate and envy, not an unmixed blessing.” Longman, 
Ecclesiastes, 229.  
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7 Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine with a merry 
heart;423 for God has long ago approved what you do.424  
8 Let your garments always be white; do not let oil be lacking on your head.425 
 9 Enjoy life426 with the wife whom you love, all the days of your vain life that 
are given you under the sun, because that is your portion in life and in your 
toil at which you toil under the sun.  
10 Whatever your hand finds to do, do with your might; for there is no work 
or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going.427 
NRSV 
 
Apocalyptic thought presented the hope that the imminent future would bring both 
divine intervention on behalf of the righteous and an eschatological judgment upon evil. In 
9:1-3, Qoheleth refutes this false expectation by emphasizing that the same fate belongs to 
both those who follow the path of wisdom and those who follow the path of folly. Both 
                                                                                                                                                       
Commenting on the statement hdba rbk <tanq-<g <tanc-<g <tbha <g, Crenshaw observes that 
“the effect of the three particles and the pronominal endings attached to the three nouns for affections is 
deadening." Crenshaw, Ecclesiastes,162.  
422
 The text, in other portions, such as 2:10, 21; 3:22; 5:17, 18; 9:9; 11:2, has already pointed out that 
one’s portion or qlj is in this life. Death is a chilling halt to all of the portion or share, whether positive or 
negative, that one experiences in this life.  
423
 Qoheleth’s previous comments on joy have had an exhortation tone, but in v. 7 the sentiment takes 
on  imperative force. The three imperatives in the verse il, lka,  and htvw carry a greater sense of urgency, 
an urgency heightened from ruminations upon the pervasive power of death able to even quench and kill the 
basic human passions and emotions. Crenshaw, Ecclesiastes,162.  
Bread and wine were common staples in the diet and the Psalms (Pss 104: 14-15) presents bread and 
wine to symbolize joy. Murphy, Ecclesiastes, 92. 
424
 The statement iycum-ta <yhlah hxr rbk yk is noteworthy. Previously Qoheleth considers joy 
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groups will experience the dark reality of death and oblivion. (See also 2:14-16.) 
Consequently, Qoheleth rebuffs the belief that humans, through their wise living and ethics, 
have any ability to change or direct their fate, in this life or the false hope of the afterlife; the 
same fate awaits all. 428  
Apocalyptic seers expressed the belief that God unveils his plans to a select few, 
seers. To this belief, Qoheleth expresses disdain as he emphasizes, in 9: 4-6 that humans 
cannot know anything, apart from the certain fact that they will die.429 This inability to know 
God, God’s movement in the world, and humanity’s proper conduct, in that order, is the 
result of the fact that God has placed <luh in the human heart. God has, in fact, designed the 
human situation to exhibit a lack of permanency in this life, or hope thereof in the future. 430  
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 Perdue, “Wisdom and Apocalyptic: The Case of Qoheleth,” 253, 256.  Perry goes further than I do 
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1 All this I laid to heart, examining it all, how the righteous and the wise and their deeds are 
in the hand of God; whether it is love or hate one does not know. Everything that confronts 
them 
 2 is vanity, since the same fate comes to all, to the righteous and the wicked, to the good and 
the evil, to the clean and the unclean, to those who sacrifice and those who do not sacrifice. 
As are the good, so are the sinners; those who swear are like those who shun an oath.  
3 This is an evil in all that happens under the sun, that the same fate comes to everyone. 
Moreover, the hearts of all are full of evil; madness is in their hearts while they live, and after 
that they go to the dead.  
4 But whoever is joined with all the living has hope, for a living dog is better than a dead 
lion.  
5 The living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing; they have no more reward, 
and even the memory of them is lost.  
6 Their love and their hate and their envy have already perished; never again will they have 
any share in all that happens under the sun.  
7 Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine with a merry heart; for God has 
long ago approved what you do.  
8 Let your garments always be white; do not let oil be lacking on your head. 
 9 Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your vain life that are given you 
under the sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil under the 
sun.  
10 Whatever your hand finds to do, do with your might; for there is no work or thought or 
knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going. NRSV 
429
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Chapter 9:1-3 demonstrates how Qoheleth specifically refutes the tenets of 
apocalyptic texts. He attacks the roots of apocalyptic thought by emphasizing the lack of 
control that humanity has over life’s experiences, the ephemeral nature of everything in 
humanity’s experience, and the lack of differentiation between the wise and the righteous in 
the final fate. He points out in v.1 that all of the deeds of the righteous and the wise are in the 
hand, or control, of God. Far from the idea that one can manipulate one’s future through 
adhering to a teaching or special revelation, the message of Qoheleth is that all of the deeds 
and the results thereof reside in the control of God—not humanity. Moreover, humanity, so 
distant from having special knowledge or revelation, does not really know whether God loves 
or hates the people of creation. With this foundational element in question, humanity has no 
hope of knowing whether the Almighty works for or against the individual who is on this 
ephemeral journey riddled with questions. Further dismantling the apocalyptic thought, 
Qoheleth utters the hallmark of his work, “everything is ephemeral (or vanity).” Humanity 
cannot possibly receive special revelation on how this life will unfold, much less about the 
dubious concept of an afterlife, because the ephemeral nature of existence itself will not 
allow it.  
What happens to the vastly different groups of the righteous and the unrighteous is 
exactly the same. Qoheleth argues against the hopes of eschatological judgment; all reach the 
same fate following a life with hearts filled with madness—death. Qoheleth admits that this 
is an evil. This statement removes the idea that a specially selected seer or pious individual 
can escape the universal fate that all experience. Lifestyle does not matter; all die the same 
death.  
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Having deconstructed the false expectations given by the apocalyptic seers, Qoheleth 
now endeavors to rebuild a proper hope. He endeavors to direct the reader to the present and 
the value of this present life. To this end, he emphasizes in vv. 4-6 that the living have an 
advantage over the dead. He strongly emphasizes this point with an astounding comparison. 
Such a final and nullifying reality is death that it can take the king of the beast, the lion, and 
place it below the most despised animal, the dog. The living dog is better than a dead lion. 
The reader is not to crave a deliverance from this life for the reward of the afterlife; the living 
has the advantage. This advantage, however, must be weighed in the balance of the entire 
human situation. The living know something that the dead do not know, and it is the only 
informational advantage they have over the dead. The living know that they will die. Those 
who have experienced death have ceased to experience the passions, albeit mixed, of life. 
The dead know nothing, and they feel nothing; they no longer exist. The fundamental 
paradigm is different from that of the apocalyptic seers. This is a corrective to the false 
expectations of apocalyptic thought. The dead are without hope, but the living have a hope—
possibly a hope that one’s fortune will change.  
Contrary to the expectation of a divine in-breaking of eschatological judgment, 
Qoheleth presents a life of ephemeral reality leading to the universal fate of forgotten non-
existence. The response to this transitory and enigmatic existence is what Qoehelth 
emphasizes in 9: 7-10—joy. In these verses Qoheleth gives his most forceful exhortation or 
command to enjoy this life. He wants his audience to orientate their lives in light of the 
untimely certainty of death.431 He argues that humanity’s portion qlj is to enjoy their 
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present situation and the activities therein, when they can.432  Ultimately he ends with the 
charge for the reader to engage this life because there is nothing to do in Sheol. 433 
 
Anti-apocalyptic genre label  
 
Having examined the setting and function of three passages from Ecclesiastes, one 
may still ask the question “Is the anti-apocalyptic genre label a plausible and defensible 
suggestion?” This section will address this query by building upon the definition of genre 
given in chapter two. In it I will apply the findings of genre theorists to further demonstrate 
the plausibility of the anti-apocalyptic genre label proposed, for the three passages, in this 
work.  
A consideration of the setting and function of the text suggests that Qoheleth speaks 
to a time when he and his audience are experiencing a relatively marginalized existence 
under foreign or colonial occupation. He desires to turn his audience away from the 
grandiose expectations of the apocalyptic eschatology of his day and to cause them to deal 
with the perpetual struggles and contradictions of this present life. He desires that they shift 
their longing gaze away from the afterlife, away from anticipated special revelation that will 
help them to make sense of their situation and possibly advance in status—whether in this 
life or in that to come—and away from a search for fair and just retribution. He focuses their 
attention on this absurd, meaningless, vain life and encourages them to enjoy it—if and when 
God will grant that opportunity. This message, in the passages examined in this dissertation, 
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is antithetical to the apocalyptic sentiment present in other writings of this time. How does a 
proper understanding of genre assist in making this determination? 
In his work Validity in Interpretation, Hirsch writes, “Valid interpretation is always 
governed by a valid inference about genre…Every disagreement about an interpretation is 
usually a disagreement about genre…”434 This dissertation has proposed that Qoheleth, in 
part, employs a hybrid genre in his work. He, in part, employs an “anti-apocalyptic genre” in 
Ecclesiastes, and the presence of this genre serves to further Qoheleth’s overarching message 
of joy. Recognizing the presence of an anti-apocalyptic genre within the tapestry of 
Ecclesiastes will assist the interpreter in understanding Qoheleth’s message. The purpose of 
this section is to further explicate what is meant by this term anti-apocalyptic genre and its 
use in the book of Ecclesiastes. To that end, I will build upon my stated definition for genre 
and the findings of genre theorists as discussed in chapter two, but one must first consider the 
difficulty of the task.  
Arriving at a genre label has many difficulties since the interpreter, always mindful to 
adhere to the pursuit of authorial intent, is separated from the author by time and culture. 
Genre identification, Hirsch asserts, is often elusive; it is likened to a game where the 
interpreter must not only try to decipher the game being played but also determine the rules 
of the game—without the benefit of a rulebook. She cannot go back into the minds of 
Qohelth and the original audience to know fully what the mutual understandings were 
between them in the text. The pursuit of such a guess is imperative however for “valid 
interpretation is always governed by a valid inference about genre.”435 
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Assigning a genre label to Ecclesiastes must also take into consideration the 
methodology, although not the conclusion, of Tremper Longman. “Genre distinctions do not 
fall from heaven. They are approximate ways by which we may speak of similar texts.”436 
Interpreters must keep the fluidity of this process in mind since a text can have more than one 
genre label. A noteworthy observation from the scholarly community is that there is hardly 
agreement on the genre of Ecclesiastes beyond the fact that it stands within the tradition of 
wisdom literature. This cacophony of genre labels must caution us against strident 
assignments of any overall generic label. Further caution is warranted in light of the fact that 
there can also be new genres or unique hybrid creations created, by the author’s leap of 
imagination, for new situations. Any “new” genre label should, therefore, receive a generous 
hearing.437   
As stated above, genre is flexible, anchored to authorial will, and centered on the foci 
of setting and function. In this section I will draw from the genre theorists presented in 
chapter two438 to explain my suggestion of the anti-apocalyptic genre of the passages treated 
above. First, I will give a rationale for the name of the genre label—anti-apocalyptic. 
Secondly, I will give further explanation of why I affirm the flexibility of genre. Thirdly, I 
will explain my understanding of genre as being tied to (social) function. Lastly, I will 
suggest how recognizing this anti-apocalyptic genre impacts the interpretation process.  
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Application of Rosmarin 
The anti-apocalyptic genre label is an explanatory heuristic tool, which is anchored in 
authorial will. Adapting from Rosmarin’s work,439 I would assert that a genre label is best 
characterized as a heuristic tool to explain the text and what an interpreter has discovered 
about the text and its author-intended function. Although Rosmarin assigns too much power 
to the critic and does not sufficiently consider the role of the author, she does seem to have a 
proper understanding of the instructional/ explanatory role of the genre label. It serves to help 
the critic explain what she has found.  
This heuristic tool helps to explain what has been found when the interpreter 
examines the cross section between author-audience setting and the possible author- intended 
function. I have demonstrated through the discussion of the social and political setting and 
the suggested function of the text that I see Qoheleth arguing against the apocalyptic thought 
of his day. (I, therefore, argue that this genre is in the mind of the author in that Qoheleth 
intends to argue against apocalyptic thought when he questions the afterlife, dispels the 
notion of humanity’s ability  to know, beyond the natural observations.) The label anti-
apocalyptic emerges as a tool to explain what the author is doing with his work.440 The 
credibility of this suggestion, contra the theory of Rosmarin, lies not in the authority of the 
twenty-first century reader but in the plausibility that this anti-apocalyptic genre is in the 
mind of the writer and his audience that are rightly interpreting him. Moreover, I would 
argue that without this heuristic tool, or genre label, as part of the discussion much of the 
meaning of Ecclesiastes is lost in the cacophony of divergent debates concerning the 
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meaning of the text. Again, this label is not applied to the entire book but only to the 
passages discussed above.  
The designation of the anti-apocalyptic genre label, heuristic tool, is similar to the 
painter producing a work of art.  The interpreter, like the painter, sees the image, or genre, in 
the text and endeavors to paint it, assign an appropriate label. Whereas Rosmarin suggests a 
more creative role of the critic I see the interpreter’s genre label distinction as an attempt to 
closely copy, or paint, what is seen. The hope of accuracy and an identical exactness is 
elusive, yet the attempt to give a near exact representation of the image that the author 
originally “painted” in the text is vital for understanding.441 Such an attempt is the anti-
apocalyptic genre label suggested here.  
 
Application of Fishelov 
Based on Fishelov’s presentation of the nature of genre, the following assertion can 
emerge: genre is flexible. Rather than a rigid list of formal characteristics, the interpreter 
must realize that the constitutive rules that apply to genre, which would also involve 
characteristics present in the literary work, are subject to change according to authorial will 
and purpose. When one approaches a genre discussion of Ecclesiastes, one must approach it 
with the understanding that genre is flexible. The interpreter can, therefore, entertain the 
appearance of the proposed hybrid genre, anti-apocalyptic. When the interpreter considers 
the genres of wisdom literature and apocalyptic literature, in as much as one can refer to 
these groups of literature as genres, one must approach such a discussion not by merely 
chronicling the formal characteristics of wisdom literature or apocalyptic literature but by 
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considering their respective intended social functions that the respective authors of these 
texts intended to accomplish with these texts.  
Comparing literary genres to Darwin’s theory of evolution of biological species, 442 
one can also state, in agreement with Fishelov, that genres are subject to evolution that 
results from authorial purpose in conjunction with the present literary environment. “There is 
a dialectical relationship between the literary production and the literary environment in 
which the former may not only adapt itself to the latter but also contribute to reshaping it.”443 
This interaction can often result in the production of hybrid genres, which can exhibit the 
characteristics of more than one genre. Interpreters of the book of Ecclesiastes must be 
mindful of this phenomenon because the literary environment of a transitional socio-political 
reality, like the biological sphere, is not static but dynamic. This dynamic social and literary 
environment possesses the burgeoning literary and rhetorical energy to develop and re-invent 
means of addressing the contemporary context.444 
With the possibility of this literary phenomenon and generic mutation in mind, it is 
proper to consider genres as clubs with members at the core that exhibit a high degree of 
family resemblances along with other members that are on the fringes that may in fact 
overlap with another club and thus exhibit a lesser amount of family resemblances.445 It is 
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possible for a text to have family resemblances with wisdom literature and yet resemblance 
with apocalyptic because genre, rather than a rigid list of formal characteristics, is flexible. I 
would argue that in the above-mentioned passages Ecclesiastes exhibits a clear resemblance 
with wisdom literature but also a resemblance with apocalyptic in that the text intentionally 
argues against some basic tenants of the message that apocalyptic seers would bring. See 
above discussions on 7:1-10; 3:10-22; and 9: 1-10. 
Yet even with flexibility there are some guiding parameters to the discussion of 
genre. A genre label is not merely theoretical and a convenient creation of the critic. These 
proposed genres must have possibly formed the work of the respective authors. It is, 
therefore, plausible to propose that Qoheleth, in his socio-political transitional reality, brings 
forth a writing that contains some traces of this anti-apocalyptic genre in it.  
 
Application of Carolyn Miller 
Another foundational plank for the anti-apocalyptic genre designation is Carolyn 
Miller’s emphasis on social function. “Whether through discourse communities or some 
other social frame, genre must respond dynamically to human behavior and social 
changes.”446  Genre is not merely the collection of formal characteristics but is intended to 
fulfill a task.  As seen in the aforementioned passages in Ecclesiastes, my formulation of 
genre is not solely focused on the form characteristics of the text, such as the genre’s use of 
better-than sayings, repetition, or recurring phrases. These points do have valid significance, 
yet to confine the understanding of genre to only these considerations is to restrain needlessly 
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the reader’s understanding. It is this liberating notion that Miller presents.447 My discussion 
of the anti-apocalyptic genre of the text seeks to engage the consideration of what Qoheleth 
wants his audience to do. In other words, what is the social function that Qoheleth seeks to 
fulfill, evoke from his audience, with his text? At punctuating moments throughout his work, 
for example, he emphasizes joy and the pursuit of joy.448 
Miller asserts, “Genre represents action.” It must, therefore, entail both situation and 
motive considering the fact that human activity can only receive proper interpretation within 
the framework of a situation and the corresponding motives.449 In order to demonstrate this 
point, attention has been given to the setting of both the implied author and implied audience. 
Qoheleth attempts to get his audience to turn away from the ideas of the apocalyptic seers 
and turn to accepting the divine gift of joy that God gives—if and when it comes. “Genre, in 
this way, becomes more than a formal entity; it becomes pragmatic, fully rhetorical, a point 
of connection between intention and effect, an aspect of social action.”450  
To illustrate this understanding of genre and how I am applying it to Ecclesiastes, I 
will adapt from the article by Carolyn Miller451 using the rhetorical genre of eulogy and bring 
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comparisons to the occurrence of an anti-apocalyptic genre present in Ecclesiastes. A eulogy 
is a speech or writing given to praise another person, often times occurring at a funeral or 
memorial event. From a rhetorical genre theory perspective, there are three potential means 
of classifying this genre. It could be classified according to rhetorical substance (semantics), 
form (syntactic), or rhetorical action performed (semantics). The eulogy is a genre that 
intends to bring about a result; it is a genre that is defined by its intended purpose. It is rightly 
classified according to the rhetorical action it is intended to perform. Likewise, steadfast to 
purpose, the portions of Ecclesiastes examined above have been classified or scrutinized not 
primarily according to its semantics or syntactical characteristics but rather the rhetorical/ 
social action they perform and evoke, which is to reject the false hope of apocalyptic thought, 
engage this enigmatic life with joy—if and when God gives it.   
Eulogies occur with such frequency that they can be considered recurring situations. 
As a result, there is a tradition concerning it that serves as a guideline to the genre, its form, 
and intended purpose, i.e., the eulogy is usually not used to denigrate an individual. There is 
a fusion of form and substance rooted on this situation. “Each has its characteristic substance: 
the elements (exhortation and dissuasion, accusation and defense, praise and blame) and aims 
(expedience, justice, and honor). Each has its appropriate forms (time or tense, proofs, and 
style).”452 The eulogy has its own substance of expression of adoration and praise for a 
deceased individual as well as the aim of honor. Even if fluid in its form, the eulogy would 
still stay true to its purpose. The eulogy is, thus, a fusion of the substance and form. Likewise 
the portions in Ecclesiastes, and specifically the passages examined in this work, also have 
characteristic substance in terms of the literary characteristics similar to that of wisdom 
literature yet the aim is related to the polemics against apocalyptic thought. This anti-
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apocalyptic genre, in the passages examined above, is the result of a fusion of substance and 
form within context, a social and literary context.  
Further bolstering the plausibility of this anti-apocalyptic genre label is the realization 
that there is no limit to genres in a society; the number of genres derives from the societal 
complexity and multiplicity.453 In the words of Tzvetan Todorov, “A new genre is always the 
transformation of one or several old genres: by inversion, by displacement, by 
combination.”454 Amy Devitt furthers this perspective as she writes, “Individuals 
may…combine different genres or may violate the norms of an existing genre, thereby 
confirming that genre’s existence and potentially changing it.”455  
The eulogy, particularly when given at a funeral, is a genre that is largely defined 
around the foci of setting and function. The anti-apocalyptic genre present in Ecclesiastes is 
defined around these foci as well.  
 
Application of Nasuti and Hirsch 
From Nasuti I have adapted the language of setting and function as foci points for 
genre. Whereas Nasuti relates setting and function to the reader/ interpreter of any time 
period, I speak of setting and function with regard to the author (and the author’s audience) 
and the author’s intended function for the text. This adaptation is congruent with the genre 
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theories of Miller and Swales. With this conception of genre in consideration, the heuristic 
genre label of anti-apocalyptic to describe portions of Ecclesiastes is not only plausible but 
necessary in order to understand, more fully, the text.456  
Hirsch details the process of interpretation, which includes consideration of authorial 
will in deciphering genre and in recognizing the creation of new genres. Hirsch writes, 
“Coming to understand the meaning of an utterance is like learning the rules of a game.” 
Understanding Ecclesiastes, or the meaning of an utterance, shares similarities with learning 
the rules of a game. As stated above, the challenge for the interpreter is to decipher which 
game is being played, and then determine the rules of the game, without a rulebook. The 
interpreter needs to be familiar with types of utterances or “family resemblances” present in 
Ecclesiastes. The utterance type that encompasses the entire meaning of an utterance, 
according to Hirsch, is a genre. Both the speaker or author and the interpreter must be careful 
to be familiar with the “variable and unstable norms of language but also the particular norms 
of a particular genre.”457 
 Understanding the process of interpretation is important in coming to a proper 
understanding of Ecclesiastes and the appearance of an anti-apocalyptic genre within it. 
Before the interpreter approaches Eccl 7:1-10, 3:10-22, and 9:1-10, she has a set of generic 
expectations. She expects to encounter wisdom literature with its various conventions. 
Initially, she focuses on the formal characteristics (the usual formulation of genre). The 
details of meaning that she finds are heavily influenced by the meaning and genre 
expectations with which she begins this process. Then, however, she encounters the many 
contradictions or tensions in the text of Ecclesiastes such as 7:1-4 where what is considered 
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to be a gift of God earlier in the book is now considered unacceptable. What is she to do with 
these points of contention? Her genre expectations face these testing points when she 
encounters such unorthodox statements such as chapter 3:20 that question the afterlife. Her 
genre expectations are tested; she determines that something must be revised. With the 
proper understanding of genre as detailed above, she begins to approach the text not with the 
primary concern of its formal characteristics but rather with the understanding that genre is 
flexible, anchored to authorial will, and centered around the foci of setting and function. She 
focuses on the question of the author’s setting and what the author is intending to do with the 
text, the response he wishes to evoke from the audience (function). As to the formal 
characteristics, she realizes that they are flexible because genres are always evolving. Now, 
the interpreter’s perception of genre, therefore, is not a stagnant one but rather a variable 
concept that evolves within the process of interpretation, growing from vague and imprecise 
to narrower and more precise as this process advances.458 There is also a degree of trial and 
error to genre destination in that new postulations arise as old postulations are proven wrong.  
This process includes the search for what Hirsch calls the intrinsic genre, which is 
one dimension of Hirsch’s view of genre. Understanding takes place when both the 
interpreter and the speaker, or author, operate under the same generic conception in meaning 
and understanding; this shared generic conception is “the intrinsic genre of utterance.” More 
precisely, intrinsic genre “is that sense of the whole by means of which an interpreter can 
correctly understand any part in its determinacy.”459 An understanding of setting and function 
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and how this particular text relates to this intersection is an important part of deciphering the 
intrinsic genre.   
 This process of interpretation not only includes intrinsic genres but also the very 
common occurrence of the creation of a new genre, which will require an imaginative leap. 
Such a creative imaginative leap would be the presence and use of an anti-apocalyptic genre 
in Ecclesiastes. The formation of a new genre, according to Hirsch, involves either the 
assimilation of two genres or extending an existing genre to suit the needs of a new context—
or both.460  
Hirsch argues, “The growth of new genres is founded on this quantum principle that 
governs all learning and thinking: by an imaginative leap the unknown is assimilated to the 
known, and something genuinely new is realized.”461 He provides two examples of the two 
ways in which this new growth occurs: amalgamation or extension. On example of an 
extension resulting in a new genre is the greeting used when an English-speaking individual 
answers the telephone. She says, “Hello,” while Italian counterparts say, “Pronto.”  Both 
communicate to the person on the other end of the telephone connection that the speaker has 
picked up the phone and is ready to listen. The difference between the two greetings is that 
“Hello” was already a salutation used in common conversation. Saying “Hello” in this 
situation is thus an extension of a genre to a new situation, resulting in a new genre created.  
An example of an amalgamation would be what Picasso did when “he turned a toy car into 
the head of a baboon. To make such an analogy is not merely to equate two known types—
baboon and car—but to create a new one—the car-baboon.” 462 Hirsch contends that when an 
author creates a new genre he generally does both amalgamation and extension. To this I 
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would suggest that Qoheleth has brought forth an amalgamation in terms of the fact that 
these texts discussed above do in fact bring teaching that would be expected in wisdom 
literature but also brings teaching that would be germane to arguing against apocalyptic 
thought. In so doing he extends the genre to a new purpose. The interpreter, at the beginning, 
does not factor this possibility into her initial anticipations when she approaches the text.  
The process of understanding begins with certain genre expectations. After the 
interpreter’s generic expectations have been disappointed due to numerous contradictions, 
she begins to postulate the possibility that what has taken place in the text is the author’s 
imaginative leap as he has melded into the text an anti-apocalyptic genre in these specific 
passages. In this case she begins to discern how Qoheleth uses the literary/formal 
characteristics of wisdom literature primarily to refute the teachings of apocalyptic 
literature.463 The concept of genre presented here and substantiated by interaction with 
contemporary genre theorists helps to determine whether a prospective interpretation is 
appropriate, valid, or not. Again, “valid interpretation depends on valid inference about the 
proprieties of the intrinsic genre [along with the consideration of the author’s ability to take 
an imaginative leap].” 464 
 Foundational to this discussion of the anti-apocalyptic genre label for the Eccl 7:1-10, 
3:10-22 and 9:1-10 have been the following: genre is flexible, anchored to authorial will, and 
centered on the foci of setting and function. This heuristic genre label is plausible because it 
is, as are all genre labels, the interpreter’s attempt to paint the author’s intended meaning. 
Further bolstering the plausibility of the proposed genre label is the possible literary 
phenomenon of generic mutation. Moreover this approach to genre, consistent with 
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contemporary genre theorists, has served to emphasize that social function is the main 
concern of genre. I have considered the question: what is the social function that Qoheleth 
seeks to fulfill, evoke from his audience, with his text? From these considerations I would 
suggest that the genre label is not only plausible but necessary as the interpreter navigates the 
process of interpretation.  
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has examined the setting and function of Ecclesiastes. This examination 
has proposed that the proper genre label for the passages discussed above is anti-apocalyptic. 
After a survey of the considerations of dating and implied author and audience, the date 
proposed for the text is circa 200 B.C.E., a time of power transition between Ptolemaic and 
Seleucid power. An examination of 7:1-10, 3:10-22, and 9:1-10 has demonstrated how the 
author refutes key apocalyptic teachings. The plausibility of the anti-apocalyptic genre label 
has been demonstrated through an application of the work of the genre theorists presented in 
chapter two.   
The application of these genre theorists’ ideas has further demonstrated the definition 
of genre given in chapter two: genre is flexible, anchored to authorial will, and centered on 
the foci of setting and function. The anti-apocalyptic genre label is an important heuristic 
tool, anchored to authorial will. These texts examined here have a resemblance with wisdom 
literature but also resemble apocalyptic, in that these texts question apocalyptic teaching; 
genre is flexible and is intended to accomplish a task.   
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CHAPTER 5 
THE RHETORICAL STRATEGY 
 
 This dissertation has argued that Qoheleth, in part, employs an anti-apocalyptic genre 
and that this genre advances the overarching message of joy. The anti-apocalyptic genre, 
however, is only one portion of Qoheleth’s rhetorical tactic in Ecclesiastes. To demonstrate a 
panoramic view of this approach, this chapter discusses the intertwined five-pronged 
rhetorical strategy employed in the book. These five prongs are: rhetorical questions, ethos, 
destabilization, the anti-apocalyptic genre usage, and re-stabilization.465 
 
The Rhetorical Question in Ecclesiastes466 
The first of the five prongs is the rhetorical question. In this section, I will address the 
overall role of the rhetorical question in Ecclesiastes and draw conclusions on how these 
questions serve the book’s message. Drawing from Raymond E. Johnson in his dissertation 
The Rhetorical Question as a Literary Device in Ecclesiastes, the main functions of 
rhetorical questions that receive attention in this section are the disputational, and 
psychological functions. Rhetorical questions, serving a disputational or polemical role, in 
Ecclesiastes do not function in an accusatory manner but do bolster consensus with the reader 
and persuade. Since there are no accusations in Ecclesiastes, it is mainly through the 
disputational or polemical nature of some of the rhetorical questions that one can determine 
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what Qoheleth is disputing. One primary way that Ecclesiastes uses rhetorical questions to 
build consensus is with the double question, which appears in 2:25, and 6:8, 12. In 2:25, the 
double questions serve to reinforce the consensus already established in 2:24. In 2:24, 
Qoheleth writes, “There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and find 
enjoyment in their toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand of God.” He follows this assertion 
with the double questions in v. 25, “for apart from him who can eat or who can have 
enjoyment.”467  By reinforcing the statement in v. 24 with these rhetorical questions the 
author hopes to draw the audience further into unanimity with the statement.468  
The questions of 6:8 aims to bring consensus through repeating an already established 
thought which began earlier in the text concerning the profitless-ness of toil. “For what 
advantage have the wise over fools? And what do the poor have who know how to conduct 
themselves before the living?” These questions bring a conclusion to the words of 5:10 
stating that money and those who love it will not have great gain. Chapter 6:12 gives the 
third set of double questions. “For who knows what is good for mortals while they live the 
few days of their vain life, which they pass like a shadow? For who can tell them what will 
be after them under the sun?” (Eccl 6:12).469 This set of double questions introduces two 
themes that receive further development in the second half of the book: the question of what 
is good and the limitation of humanity’s capacity to know. One can understand these 
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questions to be negative assertions as they emphasize the fact that no one really knows what 
is good for humanity—in light of the fact that humanity is not aware of the future. Humanity 
is like a shadow; thus the words in v. 12b, “For who can tell them what will be after them 
under the sun?” Here Qoheleth expresses the fact that human life is as transitory and 
uncertain as the shadow. Although such a thought appears in 3:22, it appears that this set of 
double questions serves to further a consensus/ thesis.470  
 Rhetorical questions in Ecclesiastes also serve a specifically persuasive function in 
Qoheleth’s argument. They serve as pivotal persuasive devices as they introduce, amplify, or 
conclude an argument. In the achievement of this goal, these questions emphasize to the 
reader the critical portions of Qoheleth’s argument. An example of this function is the set of 
questions that set up a contention in the text. Eccl 1:3 is an example as it asks, “What do 
people gain from all the toil at which they toil under the sun?” In 3:9, “What gain have the 
workers from their toil?” Again, 5:11, “When goods increase, those who eat them increase; 
and what gain has their owner but to see them with his eyes?”471  
 Another way in which rhetorical questions bolster the persuasiveness of an argument 
in Ecclesiastes is to enlarge further a previous assertion. Two examples of such rhetorical 
questions are: 6:6, and 2:24-25 (treated above). In chapter 6, the text speaks of the frustration 
of desires. Qoheleth has seen individuals who have wealth, possessions, and honor but do not 
have the ability to enjoy them; this is vanity. In v. 6, Qoheleth issues the equalizing factor to 
this disparity in life—death, “Even though he should live a thousand years twice over, yet 
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enjoy no good—do not all go to one place?”472 This statement at this pivotal moment in this 
section emphasizes a central point of the book—death equalizes the disparities in this life.473  
 Rhetorical questions can also serve to conclude strongly or anticipate the conclusion 
of an argument. For example, “What gain” (or “What profit”) questions such as those in 2:22, 
5:16, and 6:8 (treated above) many times introduce and conclude the same section. In so 
doing, they set the subject matter within the context of understanding the profitless-ness of 
human toil and life. Other questions such as those in 3:22 and 10:14 prepare the reader for 
the conclusion, thus increasing the chance that the reader will agree with the conclusion.474 
Another especially important role of the rhetorical question in Ecclesiastes is the 
psychological impact on the reader. These questions impact the mood of the reader, and they 
also affect the audience in terms of contact and victimization as well as reconstructing the 
norms. Ecclesiastes highlights the ironies of life such as an individual having wealth and 
possessions and not being able to enjoy them, and these ironies have a tendency to create a 
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negative or pessimistic mood in the reader. An example of such a negative leaning is in 5:16, 
17.  
This also is a grievous ill: just as they came, so shall they go; and what gain do they have 
from toiling from the wind? Besides, all their days they eat in darkness, in much vexation and 
sickness and resentment. 
 
The negative tone that the reader often receives from the text is also aided by the fact that 
rhetorical questions in Ecclesiastes are often negative sentences or sentences that expect a 
negative response.475 
 Rhetorical questions also seek to induce audience participation. “The more a question 
requires audience involvement, the more likely it is to appear at strategic points in a 
pericope.”476 For example, 2:24 invites the reader to take part in the argument that the author 
is building. “There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and find enjoyment in 
their toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand of God.” A rhetorical question follows this 
assertion in v. 25. “For apart from him who can eat or who can have enjoyment?” Raymond  
Johnson believes that the shift to an interrogative statement shows Qoheleth’s attempt to 
make contact with the audience. Questions such as 1:3, “What do people gain from all the 
toil at which they toil under the sun?” also fulfill this role. An additional element to the force 
of this question is the fact that it moves the reader not only to internally formulate an answer 
but also wonder about the intent of the question itself. Either through repetition or ambiguity, 
rhetorical questions used in this manner draw the audience into the argument and worldview 
of the author.477 
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 Qoheleth also pulls the reader into the vortex of the author’s argument through 
literary gaps destabilizing the reader’s norms. Once in the gap, the reader is susceptible to 
accepting the author’s norms. As already noted, asking a question spurs the audience to 
participate, but it also makes the reader vulnerable. The gaps in the text entrap the reader. 
These gaps create uncertainty and suspense resulting in the destabilization of the reader’s 
norms. For example in 1:3, the text asks, “What do people gain from all the toil at which they 
toil under the sun?”478 The text does not immediately answer this question but leaves the 
reader to ponder the answer as the argument develops. While in this vulnerable area of 
suspense the author can begin to rebuild the norms that he has destabilized.479  
 Having covertly destabilized the reader’s norms, Qoheleth also seeks to reconstruct 
those norms to his preference. Eccl 1:2-2:26 is a good example of how he accomplishes this 
task. As stated above, 1:3 draws the reader into uncertainty and ambiguity. The previously 
held and unchallenged norm of toil resulting in gain is placed in other contexts. The first new 
context is that of 1:4-11 where the recurring nature of the cosmos receives the focus. Yet the 
reader does not yet receive an answer. The next context is that of 1:12-2:21 and its “I 
narratives” giving sundry experiences and giving consideration to the norm of toil producing 
gain. In this section the question in 2:15 brings a preliminary reorientation, “Then I said to 
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myself, ‘What happens to the fool will happen to me also; why then have I been so very 
wise?’ And I said to myself that this is also vanity.” Verse 22 repeats the question once again 
with, “What do mortals get from all the toil and strain with which they toil under the sun?” In 
2:24-26, Qoheleth gives an alternative to the previously held but now destabilized norm. The 
response to the question on 1:3 is found in 2:24-26. Eat, drink, and find enjoyment in toil 
because all of this is from the hand of God. While not a reversal of the norm that toil brings 
gain, this section refocuses the passage on seizing the opportunity for joy.480  
The rhetorical question has a vital role in Qoheleth’s argument. It, however, fits 
within a larger rhetorical strategy that Qoheleth employs. Douglas Miller discerns that 
Qoheleth seeks to influence his reader to take a different viewpoint from the one they have. 
The author “sees the members of this group have become trapped into viewing every part of 
their lives, even their religious practice, as a means of manipulating their own success and 
security.”481 He desires that his audience view life, work, pleasure, wisdom and the religious 
service in a way that will cause them to be steadfast in both the good and bad days. Eccl 7:14 
says, “In the day of prosperity be joyful, and in the day of adversity consider: God has made 
the one as well as the other, so that mortals may not find out anything that will come after 
them.”482   
 
Ethos 
 The second prong of Qoheleth’s rhetorical strategy is ethos. The author, Miller 
argues, leans more upon ethos, “the persuasive power of the author’s own credibility 
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manifested in the writing itself…cultivating trust between author and reader,”483 than pathos 
(emotions) or logos (a logical flow of argument). He establishes this ethos by competence, 
status, and benevolence. Qoheleth’s competence appears in the life experience that he shares 
with the audience and also with his use of literary devices such as the rhetorical question 
(discussed above). Assuming Solomon’s persona helps him to establish status since Solomon 
was known for his wisdom, work, and pleasure. The reader sees the author’s benevolent 
character in the fact that he is willing to share the observations and conclusions from his 
years of life experience with the reader. Qoheleth utilizes pathos in service to ethos as he 
makes mention of the emotions experienced in the different situations of life, his own 
frustrations with the journey of life, and his repeated use of lbh. As to logos (the logical 
flow of argument), the argument appears to be logical but in reality there are a number of 
conclusions that possibly have their authority in the ethos that the author has developed with 
the audience.484  
 
Eric Christianson 
Eric Christianson adds to this understanding of the author’s use of ethos. The author 
uses his self-revelation, particularly in the first two chapters, not only to bolster credibility 
and persuasiveness but also to cause the reader to wrestle with similar self-probing 
questions.485  
The reader, Christianson argues, truly comes to know Qoheleth. There appears to be 
an interaction between the author and the reader in which the reader experiences Qoheleth’s 
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character via the self-divulgence that transpires in the text; transference of identity takes 
place. Christianson writes, “I refer to transference of identity, the reader’s to the narrator’s, 
whereby a self is recognized whose experience is identifiable and able to be appropriated.”486 
An examination of chapters 1:12- 2:26 provides an example of this transference. 
In chapters 1:12- 2:26 Qoheleth exposes much information about the author as this 
section begins with a poem contemplating the world’s circular nature.  These reflections 
result in the reader being drawn into the present experience of the narration. The story-telling 
of this passage is the crucial aspect of this passage as Qoheleth exhibits a reflection on his 
past through his self-divulging narration. Furthermore, the use of the first person accentuates 
the story as the author speaks to the reader in solitude, uninhibited by an intermediary.487 
Qoheleth had royal status, made vineyards, parks, gardens and amassed great wealth; 
he had arrived to an enviable place of status, intellectually and socially.  His intellectual 
status contributed to his self-assessment of greatness. He says in 1:16, “I said…Behold, I 
have become great and increased in wisdom more than all who were before me over 
Jerusalem…” Placing this statement to the test is what begins chapter 2.488 Yet, he finds 
himself despairing life in 2:17-20. Each benchmark that he used to define himself, his work 
and reputation, will likely go to a fool after his death. As he surveys these realities, Qoheleth 
considers his own self with all of its trappings to be an empty, perplexing vexation.489  
Qoheleth transparently reflects on his past through his story-telling. This divulgence 
is far from superficial because the reader views the intimation of Qoheleth’s self via the deep 
level of vulnerability in the text.  
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Elizabeth Stone makes the following poignant remark about the aforementioned:  
Like a candle flame in mist, we cannot see him or touch him or name him, and yet he is there. 
And as surely as food gives fragrance and drums resound, [K]oheleth gives us his own 
particular light, whether he is one or many men, whether the page has felt the point of one or 
many pens.490  
 
This self-disclosure is intentional and ripe with rhetorical purpose. Christianson writes,  
And so is established a focal point for readers: Does he smile wryly at his past? Does he 
frown at his folly? Does he weep? …His narrated experience is a way of observing the 
development of the self over the expanse of time. As autobiography it becomes a way for 
readers to examine the arenas in which the formation of the self might take place. We look 
hard at Qoheleth’s self (he gives us no choice) and our gaze is returned, with the 
(frightening?) prospect that the quality of our own selves will be reflected (to be lbh). 491  
 
By this self-divulgence, particularly in the first two chapters, the author intentionally 
leads the reader to a point of introspective examination.492 In so doing, the reader becomes 
sufficiently prepared for the re-examination of accepted norms and beliefs that occur in the 
book. The audience comes to a point of affirming or rejecting the previously held norms and 
beliefs. Thus, the reader and the reader’s beliefs are now sufficiently prepared to experience 
destabilization. 
 
De-stabilization 
The third prong in the rhetorical strategy is destabilization. The author seeks to shake 
his audience’s beliefs and values. To this end, Qoheleth proceeds very carefully because he 
does not want to alienate them. He must demonstrate that he thinks similarly with them on 
certain frustrations of life yet also express that he does not share their values and conclusions 
about the proper approach to life. He brings this de-stabilization, in part, by his use of the 
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rhetorical question (see above) and his use of the persona of Solomon (see above) who stands 
as a symbol of that which is considered lbh—work, wisdom, and pleasure.493 He also creates 
this sense of destabilization via rhetoric of contradiction and rhetoric of ambiguity.  
 
Douglas Ingram 
 Douglas Ingram, in his book Ambiguity in Ecclesiastes, suggests that Qoheleth 
purposefully includes ambiguity in the text in order to engulf the reader in the development 
of meaning.494 Ingram defines ambiguity as key words, recurring phrases, or section of the 
book that cause the reader to supply the meaning of the text because the key word or 
recurring phrase is indeterminate. This indeterminacy is caused when a word or phrase could 
have more than one meaning or when the word or phrase does not communicate “any 
coherent meaning.”495 He writes, “I believe that Ecclesiastes is ambiguous by design 
precisely to engage the reader in the process of creating or discerning meaning…”496  
One of the examples of ambiguity in Ecclesiastes would be the word lbh. Kathleen 
Farmer ponders how one book could possibly have such different interpretations and 
consequently points to lbh and its inherently ambiguous nature. “Ecclesiastes has been 
understood in radically different ways by different readers in part because the thematic 
metaphor ‘all is lbh’ is fundamentally ambiguous.”497 Likewise, Douglas Miller concurs, 
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“[T]he approach taken to lbh dramatically shapes the way the entire book is understood.”498 
To demonstrate how the word adds ambiguity to Ecclesiastes (and in so doing also intensifies 
de-stabilization), I will give attention to two crucial recurring phrases followed by a survey 
of thoughts by scholars concerning this word and its role in Ecclesiastes.  
The appearance of the phrase lbh lkh occurs six times in Ecclesiastes. Ingram notes 
that none of these requires a particular translation, to the exclusion of other possibilities; its 
occurrences are ambiguous. This phrase appears in the inclusio in 1:2 and 12:8. Ingram 
understands the phrase with its use of lkh to be referring to all the activity that takes 
place.499 
Ingram also notes the occurrence (three verses where this phrase appears with 1:14b, 
2:11c, 2:17b) of this phrase with the phrase jwr twurw lbh lkh. He posits that an 
examination of the additional phrase may give insight into the meaning of the recurring 
phrase lbh lkh.500 In all the occurrences where this phrase appears the author is ruminating 
on the deeds done under the sun. The question is how are these deeds to be understood? Are 
they ephemeral because they lack duration, futile because there is no lasting worth, or is it 
another meaning? Another appearance of the expression lbh lkh is in 3:19.501 A majority of 
scholars understand this phrase to speak of the transience of life. After examining these six 
appearances, it is clear that none of them demands a particular translation.502 The 
understanding of these phrases rests on how the reader approaches the book itself.  
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Another phrase lbh hz-<g appears fifteen times in the text. Whereas the previous 
phrase referred to everything as lbh, this phrase speaks about particular specific 
situations.503 The ambiguity is present; the meaning of the phrase is unclear. In what follows 
I will briefly examine each of these occurrences to demonstrate what Ingram argues is the 
intentional injection of ambiguity into the text by the author.  
The phrase in 2:1 lbh-awh-<g could speak of two different possibilities. The author 
could be referring to the noun bw{f, which also contains some ambiguity, or speak of 
examining pleasure.504 The phrase in 2:15 lbh-awh-<g may refer to the greatness of 
Qoheleth’s wisdom, or the realization that he experiences the same end as the fool, or look 
forward to the thought in v. 16 that the wise receive no more remembrance than the fool.505 
The text, in 2:19, possibly speaks of the work that Qoheleth accomplished, the profit he 
earned from it; or that someone else may reap the results of all his labor.506 The use of the 
phrase in 2:21 is similar. Here lbh could be speaking of the portion qlj, or perhaps to the 
fact that an individual who did not work for it will gain the portion, or even still to the fact 
that the individual who expended his labor with wisdom, knowledge and skill only to have 
his portion pass to someone else.507 The use of lbh in 2:23 most likely refers to the situation 
of life being full of pain and their work a chasing after the wind.508 
  In 3:19, the word is more appropriately understood to convey “meaningless” or 
“futile” or “incomprehensible.” The presence of this phrase in 2:26 may simply place a 
blanket of doubt on the previous positive statements uttered in this section of the book.  
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Likewise the possibilities of meaning for lbh are many. Does it speak of the idea that sinners 
accumulate in order to give to the good, or to the larger idea that it is God who grants 
wisdom, knowledge and pleasure to the good and assigns to the sinner the function of 
gathering to give to the good?509  
The exact phrase that ends chapter two occupies 4:4. Does the phrase, here, possibly 
refer to humanity’s jealousy, or to the profit that is gained and the skill necessary to reach 
this goal, or to the fact that the profit and work is the ultimate result of jealousy? The use of 
the phrase in 4:8 is also in question. Does lbh refer to hbwf? Is it the fact that Qoheleth does 
not partake of  hbwf? Is it the fact that no one is ever satisfied with all their wealth?  Similar 
questions could be asked of the use of the phrase in 4:16. The presence of this phrase in 5:10 
could refer to the hawbt, resulting in the lover of money not being satisfied with it, or to the 
situation where the lover of money and gain ultimately does not obtain income. Which is it? 
The answer is uncertain.510 
The phrase in 6:2 is slightly different in that it does not include the particle <g. In this 
context it functions similarly to the phrase in 2:26. Does the word lbh speak of the fact that 
a stranger will partake in a man’s wealth, or to the fact that the man will not be able to enjoy 
his own wealth or to the entire situation? In 6:9, this phrase serves as the middle of the book. 
Again, it is unclear what the phrase means in this verse. Does it refer to the sight of the eyes 
or to the wandering of the desire or the entirety of the better-than saying in the first portion of 
the verse?511 
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In 7:6, lbh refers directly to the laughter of fools or the better-than saying contained 
in 7:5. In 8:10, the word lbh again may refer to the previous clause which refers to the one 
who has been forgotten or it may speak of the verse in its entirety. In 8:14 Qoheleth speaks of 
a situation where the righteous experience what the wicked should receive and vice versa.512 
The preceding brief treatments of these two phrases has illustrated the ambiguity of the word 
lbh.  
Further demonstrating the ambiguity of this word, scholars differ on their 
understanding of this key word. Graham Ogden looks at the specific use of the word in 
Ecclesiastes and concludes, “The term hebel in Qoheleth has a distinctive function and 
meaning; it conveys the notion that life is enigmatic, and mysterious; that there are many 
unanswered and unanswerable questions.”513 Crenshaw contends that the word “shows two 
nuances: temporal (ephemerality) and existential (futility or absurdity).”514 Whybray agrees 
with the rendering in the NRSV, everything is vanity. Whybray, therefore, writes,  
Elsewhere Qoheleth never employs this extremely emphatic form of speech, nor does he 
speak in such a general way of everything as “vanity”: he applies the word only to specific, 
clearly defined situations. Consequently it cannot be affirmed with certainty that v. 2 
expresses Qoheleth’s own thought: the verse is undoubtedly an interpretation of his thought, 
but may well be a misunderstanding or at least an over-simplification of it.515  
 
More recent commentaries continue to wrestle with the translation of this word. 
Tremper Longman in his commentary reads the word to convey “meaningless” and states 
that “the book of Ecclesiastes leaves no doubt about Qoheleth’s ultimate conclusion—
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everything is completely meaningless.”516 Seow writes that Qoheleth “does not mean that 
everything is meaningless or insignificant, but that everything is beyond apprehension and 
comprehension.”517 “The activities in the world and their unpredictable consequences,” Seow 
continues, “are said to be hebel….They are unpredictable, arbitrary, and 
incomprehensible.”518 Ian Provan affirms that Qoheleth has more than ephermerality in mind 
when he uses this word; “It is also the elusive nature of reality, that is, the way in which it 
resists our attempts to capture it and contain it, to grasp hold of it and control it.”519  
Again, the word in a number of places in the text has a multiplicity of meaning 
possibilities. As stated above Ingram writes, “I believe that Ecclesiastes is ambiguous by 
design precisely to engage the reader in the process of creating or discerning meaning…”520 I 
would add that the author uses this intentional ambiguity to further create a literary 
atmosphere of destabilization. This ambiguity with its multiple possible meanings and 
indeterminacy facilitates the author bringing into question the audience’s deeply held values.  
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Bernard Lee 
Another way in which this destabilization comes about is via rhetoric of 
contradiction; the author contradicts conventionally held beliefs.521 An example of this 
rhetoric of contradiction appears in 1:12-18.   
Eccl 1:12-18 
12 I, the Teacher, when king over Israel in Jerusalem,  
13 applied my mind to seek and to search out by wisdom all that is done under heaven; it is 
an unhappy business that God has given to human beings to be busy with.  
14 I saw all the deeds that are done under the sun; and see, all is vanity and a chasing after 
wind.  
15 What is crooked cannot be made straight, 
and what is lacking cannot be counted. 
16 I said to myself, "I have acquired great wisdom, surpassing all who were over Jerusalem 
before me; and my mind has had great experience of wisdom and knowledge." 
17 And I applied my mind to know wisdom and to know madness and folly. I perceived that 
this also is but a chasing after wind.  
18 For in much wisdom is much vexation, 
and those who increase knowledge increase sorrow. 
 
In this text, Bernard Lee argues, the reader discovers an individual betwixt two realities: a 
reality where deeds of wisdom do not (necessarily) have significance and an insatiable quest 
to find meaning in the aforementioned deeds. This is the quandary that grips the mind of 
Qoheleth, and consequently the mind of the reader; he persists in his recommendation that all 
should pursue wisdom but finds no demonstrable benefit to those who heed such exhortation. 
He states his quandary in 2:16 when he states that there is no lasting remembrance of the 
wise man as with the fool; wisdom is thus placed in the same class as folly.522   
 Qoheleth has great difficulty with this unresolved tension. The source of his grief is 
the injustice that he identifies in this dilemma: there is no reward to the one who walks in 
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wisdom. In 2:21 there is the sobering realization that a wise person could labor all of his life 
and ultimately leave all the fruits of his labor to a fool.523  
 Qoheleth’s many observations, according to Lee, about wisdom’s lack of reward 
continue the tension and contradiction between his epistemological expectations and his 
experiential knowledge of life. He continues to search for a resolution to this tension and 
continues to find the notion that there is no demonstrable reward of wisdom over folly to be 
extremely troubling. Lee writes, “Locked in the clutches of contradiction, he searches the 
world to find a solution to break the impasse. Until he should succeed, [K]ohelet remains 
suspended in the paradox of his advice to be wise in the face of impending death.” 524 I 
would argue that this rhetoric of contradiction and this paradox de-stabilizes the reader’s 
paradigm about wisdom and its value because it has traditionally been viewed as a valuable 
virtue and one that would lead to benefit and success in this life. 
 
Anti-apocalyptic genre 
 The fourth prong of rhetorical strategy that I address is the use of the anti-apocalyptic 
genre. The previous prongs are present throughout the book or, in the case of the ethos prong, 
impact the rest of the book. This fourth prong, however, is embedded in three specific 
passages of the text. Without the identification of this rhetorical strategy, much of the 
message (and rhetorical strategy) of Qoheleth is not understood. One must consider that 
genre is flexible, anchored to authorial will, and centered on the foci of setting and function. 
The setting and function of Qoheleth (see above discussion) alerts the reader to the presence 
of the anti-apocalyptic genre. This prong also overlaps with the de-stabilization prong in that 
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it seeks to refute the commonly held apocalyptic thought of the day. The previous chapter 
examined three passages: 7:1-10; 3:10-22; and 9:1-10 and expounded how they demonstrate 
the use of an anti-apocalyptic genre. This section does not seek to re-exegete these passages 
but rather to highlight the anti-apocalyptic nature of these passages as part of the overall 
rhetorical strategy.  
 Qoheleth’s purpose, Perdue argues, in 7:1-10 is to contest a theology of despair, held 
by the apocalyptic seers and stress that adhering to such a theology is ill-advised since 
humanity’s knowledge is limited. It is likely, Perdue argues, that these theologians of despair 
had an apocalyptic view that was despondent over the situation of the present. Although 
Qoheleth does not dispute that the situation is difficult, he does jettison the theology of 
gloom and despair. This rejection serves to destabilize a belief of which the reader would be 
aware.525 
Quite the contrary to the apocalyptic seers who purport to know what the Deity has 
determined and to be able to move toil to success, the poem in 3:10-22 furthers the 
conclusion that human events do not fall into a cosmic order of time and are unknowable to 
people.526 Qoheleth argues against their emphasis on “the justice of God, earthly retribution, 
moral dualism (the wicked and the righteous), and the understanding of the correlation of 
time and event for a successful outcome.”527 Humanity can know that God has worked but 
they cannot ascertain in what way God has worked. With this refutation of apocalyptic seer 
thought, Qoheleth has extinguished any hope that God reveals God’s will via special 
revelation. 
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Challenging the apocalyptic thought of the day, the author, in 9:1-10, encourages his 
audience not to seek the deliverance of the afterlife; there is one fate to both the wicked and 
the fool. Apocalyptic thought presents the hope that the imminent future would bring both 
divine intervention on behalf of the righteous and an eschatological judgment upon evil. In 
9:1-3, Qoheleth rebuffs this false notion by asserting that the same end belongs to individuals 
who follow wisdom and individuals who follow folly. Opposing the anticipation of a divine 
in-breaking of eschatological retribution, Qoheleth paints the picture of an ephemeral life 
leading to the universal fate of oblivion. With each of these anti-apocalyptic passages, the 
author dismantles key components of the contemporary apocalyptic thought. This 
dismantling along with the de-stabilization prong especially prepares the reader to receive a 
reconstruction of the proper view and approach toward this life. 
 
Re-stabilization 
The fifth prong in the rhetorical strategy is re-stabilization. Having deconstructed the 
faulty views of his audience, Qoheleth moves to reconstruct a theology of joy. The anti-
apocalyptic passages (examined above) contain this theology of joy; these passages include 
an overlapping of anti-apocalyptic genre and re-stabilization prongs. 
For Qoheleth, in 7:1-10, the one who is truly wise recognizes that the individual was 
born to experience the suffering that leads to death. In light of this fact, the wise response is 
to taste of joy if and when one can do so.528 Qoheleth’s opponents, Perdue asserts, are those 
who consider the present situation as more dismal than the past and that the situation is so 
bleak that it precluded rejoicing from the sage. The wise course of action, therefore, is to go 
to the house of mourning, a truly pessimistic point of view. Qoheleth’s response 
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acknowledges the dismal state of affairs but contends that the proper response is to seek to 
enjoy this present life, now.529  
In light of the perennial and futile search of 3:10-15, what is humanity to do? Rather 
than alter the present situation through unique revelation via a seer, humanity should enjoy 
the journey that God has given. “There is nothing better for them than to be happy and enjoy 
themselves as long as they live.” This is a statement of resignation in light of the impervious 
realities of life. The author stresses the importance of his exhortation by listing simple staples 
of life as opportunities for joy: eat, drink, and take pleasure in work. Here the author is 
emphasizing that humanity cannot even understand the present with all of its intricate 
mysteries nor can it know the future, so Qoheleth points to the portion that humans have in 
this life: enjoy life if and when possible.530  
Having deconstructed the false expectations given by the apocalyptic seers, Qoheleth, 
in 9:1-10, endeavors to rebuild a proper hope. He endeavors to direct the reader to the present 
and the value of this present life. The response to this transitory and enigmatic existence is 
what Qoheleth emphasizes in 9:7-10—joy. In these verses Qoheleth gives his most forceful 
exhortation or command to enjoy this life. He wants his audience to orientate their lives in 
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light of the untimely certainty of death.531 He argues that humanity’s portion qlj is to enjoy 
their present situation and the activities therein, when they can.532   
Robert K. Johnston533 gives further understanding of Qoheleth’s emphasis on joy 
beyond the anti-apocalyptic passages. He writes of the proper manner to understand 
Ecclesiastes as well as gives structural and thematic concerns. He concludes that Qoheleth’s 
purpose in writing the text is to discourage humanity from its pursuit of conquering life. 
Contrary to the understanding that commentators such as Crenshaw have concerning 
Ecclesiastes, Johnston sees Qoheleth as summoning the wisdom tradition’s return to its 
foundation, “the enjoyment of life itself.” (As such, Qoheleth has a truly pastoral concern in 
his writing.) He accomplishes this goal by emphasizing the many limitations and 
unanswerable questions in this disconcerting life. Instead of this futile aspiration of 
conquering life and its hidden order, Qoheleth wants his readers to trust in the joy that God 
provides via creation and life.  
The very structure of the book, with the exception of the title (1:1), epigram (1:2; 
12:8), and epilogue (12:9-14), also testifies to the central message of Ecclesiastes.534 
Qoheleth encourages the reader to let enjoyment, rather than toil and labor, be the focus of 
life.535 Within this structure Qoheleth develops some themes: humanity’s work is profitless, 
death is an equalizing element in human existence regardless of social status, humanity’s 
ability to know is limited, and the proper response to this reality is to embrace the gift of joy. 
A primary theme is the limitation of humanity’s work. Humanity’s destiny, whether rich or 
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poor, wise or fool, is essentially death (2:1; 3:19; 5:12-16). This life, which leads to the 
equalizing element of death, is governed by a moral order that one cannot decipher (7:15; 
8:14). Even the stalwart hope of wisdom does not necessarily bring certainty to life (4:13-16; 
9:13-16). With these contradictions and tensions in mind the idea of humanity conquering 
life is a foolish dream. This futile venture is foolish because it infringes on the inscrutable 
sovereignty of God (3:11; 6:10, 11). Additionally, there is the fact that humanity cannot 
know what its direction should be or what its future will be (6:12, 7:29; 9:11-15).536   
In light of these undeniable limitations, Qoheleth stresses his counsel to enjoy the life 
God has granted. In short, the lesson is that humanity should not attempt to master life but 
rather try to “see” (ponder) and rejoice in all the good that God has brought.537 Having 
highlighted the problems and frustrations that the reader faces in life, Qoheleth now sets forth 
an alternative. He directs the reader to accept the realities that are beyond one’s control and 
to decide to change his/her point of view. He discredits the idea of toil as a way to gain 
security (4:7-8), so that in its place can be a toil that has enjoyment (4:9-12). Instead of 
pleasures that disappoints, he presents pleasures via the simple things of life (2:24). Qoheleth 
presents a theology of divine gift; he speaks of the importance of receiving the gift of 
enjoyment from God.538 
As stated above, Whybray considers Qoheleth to be a preacher of joy and identifies 
the seven texts (2:24; 3:12, 22; 5:17; 8:15; 9:7-9; 11:9,10, 12:1) that encourage the reader to 
follow after pleasure and enjoyment; these joy statements show greater intensity with the 
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progression of the book.539 These punctuating statements about joy serve as a Leitmotiv, and 
the respective contexts for these joy statements lead to the conclusion that the ability to enjoy 
life is a gift from God. One needs to accept the unalterable lot that one has in life, its relative 
brevity, and the fact that humanity cannot tell the future. In light of and in spite of these 
unchangeable facts, Qoheleth encourages the reader to pursue enjoyment, which is a gift 
from God.540  
 
Conclusion 
In the process of furthering a message of joy, Qoheleth uses an intertwined rhetorical 
approach. It is a five- pronged rhetorical strategy which includes rhetorical questions, ethos, 
de-stabilization, anti-apocalyptic genre, and re-stabilization. 
This chapter has discussed two overarching functions of the rhetorical question in 
Ecclesiastes:  the disputational and psychological functions. These rhetorical questions can 
serve to solidify consensus with the reader and persuade. One primary way that Ecclesiastes 
uses rhetorical questions to build consensus is with the double question. Rhetorical questions 
in Ecclesiastes also serve as pivotal persuasive devices as they introduce, amplify, or 
                                                 
539
 The increasing emphatic nature of these joy statements appear in the text. In 2:24, there is the 
simple statement, “There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and find enjoyment in their toil.” 
The following two statements of joy include an assertive phrase in the beginning. “I know that there is nothing 
better for them than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they live.” (3:12) Yet another assertive phrase 
appears in 3:22. “So I saw that there is nothing better than that all should enjoy their work…” The fourth 
statement increases the intensity ever so slightly as 5:18 declares, “This is what I have seen to be good; it is 
fitting to eat and drink and find enjoyment in all the toil with which one toils under the sun the few days of the 
life God gives us…” In 8:15, Qoheleth puts more of a personal endorsement behind his statement of joy. “So I 
commend enjoyment, for there is nothing better for people under the sun than to eat, drink, and enjoy 
themselves, for this will go with them in their toil through the days of life that God gives them under the sun.” 
In the next cluster of joy statements, Qoheleth commands. “Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your 
wine with a merry heart…” (9:7) “Let your garments always be white; do not let oil be lacking on your head.” 
(9:8) “Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your vain life that are given under the sun, 
because this is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil under the sun.” (9:9). Roger Whybray, 
“Qoheleth, Preacher of Joy,” JSOT 23 (1982) 87, 88. 
540
 Whybray, “Qoheleth, Preacher of Joy,” JSOT 23 (1982): 87-98.  
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conclude an argument. Another especially important role of the rhetorical question in 
Ecclesiastes is the psychological impact on the reader. These questions impact the mood of 
the reader, and they also affect the audience in terms of contact and victimization as well as 
reconstructing the norms. Rhetorical questions also seek to induce audience participation. 
Once the reader is pulled into the vortex of the author’s argument through literary gaps, the 
rhetorical questions serve to destabilize the reader’s norms. 
Qoheleth leans more upon ethos, than pathos (emotions) or logos (a logical flow of 
argument). He establishes this ethos by competence, status, and benevolence. Eric 
Christiansen adds that the author’s self-revelation, particularly in the first two chapters, not 
only bolsters credibility and persuasiveness but also causes the reader to wrestle with similar 
self-probative questions.  
Qoheleth induces de-stabilization, in part, by his use of the rhetorical question and his 
use of the persona of Solomon. He also creates this sense of destabilization via a rhetoric of 
contradiction and a rhetoric of ambiguity. Douglas Ingram, in his book Ambiguity in 
Ecclesiastes, suggests that the author purposefully includes ambiguity in the text in order to 
engulf the reader in the development of meaning. Another way in which this destabilization 
comes about is via rhetoric of contradiction, as explained by Bernard Lee in his thesis 
“Toward a Rhetoric of Contradiction in the Book of Ecclesiastes”; the author contradicts 
conventionally held beliefs about the effectiveness of wisdom. 
Qoheleth also utilizes an anti-apocalyptic genre in the process of furthering his 
message of joy. This genre appears in 7:1-10, 3:10-22, and 9:1-10. Qoheleth’s purpose in 
7:1-10 is to refute a theology of despair, held by the apocalyptic seers because humanity’s 
knowledge is limited. Quite the contrary to the apocalyptic seers who purport to know what 
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the Deity has determined and to be able to move toil to success, the poem in 3:10-22 furthers 
the conclusion that human events do not fall into a cosmic order of time and are unknowable 
to people. Challenging the apocalyptic thought of the day, the author, in 9:1-10, encourages 
his audience not to seek the deliverance of the afterlife.  
Having deconstructed the false expectations given by the apocalyptic seers, Qoheleth 
moves to re-stabilize his audience’s theology; he constructs a theology of joy. The author, in 
9:1-10, endeavors to rebuild a proper hope. He endeavors to direct the reader to the present 
and the value of this present life. The response to this transitory and enigmatic existence is 
what Qoheleth emphasizes in 9:7-10—joy. Instead of this futile aspiration of conquering life 
and its hidden order, Qoheleth wants his readers to trust in the joy that God provides via 
creation and life. Additionally, Qoheleth, within the overall book structure, develops some 
themes: humanity’s work is profitless, death is an equalizing element in human existence 
regardless of social status, humanity’s ability to know is limited, and the proper response to 
this reality is to embrace the gift of joy. 
 
 
At the outset, this dissertation posed three queries to begin the discussion: How is the 
reader to interpret Ecclesiastes?  What is the message of the author? What is the genre of this 
book?  A central response to these questions has been that Qoheleth employs an anti-
apocalyptic genre in Ecclesiastes, as a part of his overall message of joy. In chapter one, a 
focused survey of scholarship illustrated that the scholarly deliberation of Ecclesiastes’s 
message (function) is varied and that the debate on its genre(s) is also diverse. The 
environment is ripe for another suggestion. Interacting with genre theorists in and out of the 
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field of biblical studies, chapter two presented a definition for genre: Genre is flexible, 
anchored to authorial will, and centered on the foci of setting and function. Chapter three 
examined a selection of Second Temple texts to demonstrate this point: the “line of 
demarcation” between wisdom and apocalyptic (or at least our perceived line of demarcation 
between these two types of literature) is very permeable. From this observation, attention 
turned in chapter four to key passages in Ecclesiastes that exhibit this anti-apocalyptic genre. 
Chapter five, above, has demonstrated Qoheleth’s intertwined five-pronged rhetorical 
strategy, which includes the anti-apocalyptic genre. This presence of the anti-apocalyptic 
genre does not answer all of the questions about Ecclesiastes, but the presentation of it is 
intended to further the scholarly discussion of this profoundly intriguing book.  
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